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This research examines the link between international trade and sustainable development, 
with a focus on developing countries, prioritizing the criticism of the United Nations Con-
ference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) to the discourse of the World Trade Or-
ganization (WTO). The objective is to answer the following central question: what is the 
importance attributed to international trade in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment and what is UNCTAD's divergence from the WTO on this? Although the WTO 
recognizes the legitimacy of the 2030 Agenda, the current rules of the international trad-
ing system are detrimental to the sustainable development of the vast majority of nations. 
UNCTAD offers a counterbalance to the hegemonic discourse in a heterogeneous politi-
cal arena, which has asymmetric power distribution, and where the interests of the most 
powerful developed countries and transnational corporations prevail, enabling them to 
determine trade rules for their benefit. Recent reports published by UNCTAD support the 
position that it is necessary to redefine the restrictive rules of international trade to in-
crease the chances of achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. But that is not 
enough. In the holistic vision of UNCTAD, it is necessary to find a new world economic 
order that reduces the vulnerability of developing countries caused by hyperglobalization, 
and that can contribute to inclusive and pro-poor economic growth. Although the 2030 
Agenda of the United Nations (UN) can be understood as an utopian proposal, it is seen 











Este estudo examina a conexão entre o comércio internacional e o desenvolvimento 
sustentável, com foco nos países em desenvolvimento, priorizando a crítica da 
Conferência das Nações Unidas sobre Comércio e Desenvolvimento (UNCTAD) ao 
discurso da Organização Mundial do Comércio (OMC). O objetivo é responder à seguinte 
questão central: qual a importância atribuída ao comércio internacional na Agenda 2030 
para o Desenvolvimento Sustentável e qual a divergência da UNCTAD em relação à 
OMC nesse ponto? Embora a OMC reconheça a legitimidade da Agenda 2030, as regras 
atuais do sistema de comércio internacional são prejudiciais ao desenvolvimento 
sustentável da grande maioria das nações. A UNCTAD oferece um contrapeso ao discurso 
hegemônico, numa arena política heterogênea e com distribuição assimétrica de poder, 
onde prevalecem os interesses dos países desenvolvidos mais poderosos e de corporações 
transnacionais, os quais determinam as regras comerciais em seu benefício. Recentes 
relatórios publicados pela UNCTAD defendem a posição de que é necessário redefinir as 
regras restritivas do comércio internacional para aumentar as chances de alcançar os 
Objetivos de Desenvolvimento Sustentável. Mas, isso não é suficiente. Na visão holística 
da UNCTAD, é necessário fundar uma nova ordem econômica mundial, que reduza a 
vulnerabilidade dos países em desenvolvimento causada pela hiperglobalização e que 
possa contribuir para um crescimento econômico inclusivo e pró-pobre. Embora a 
Agenda 2030 das Nações Unidas (ONU) possa ser entendida como um proposta utópica, 
é vista pela UNCTAD como uma estratégia válida para enfrentar as enormes 
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International trade represents a big share of GDP in most countries. According to the 
World Bank data, in 2016 international trade increased to represent 50 % of world´s total 
GDP, while in 1960 the share was only 17,5 %.1 International trade is important because 
it affects to countries place in the international division of labour and relates to the pattern 
of national development. International trade has existed throughout the history, but glob-
alization has made it inevitable and increasingly important all over the world. However, 
the benefits of international trade are distributed asymmetrically between countries. 
These asymmetries together with other factors, such as access to technology and financial 
infrastructure, has caused countries to develop in distinct stages. 
International trade and phase of national economic growth are linked, but are not lin-
ear. The question is not only about economic growth rate but also about the quality of 
growth, which is related to different kind of degrees of openness and forms to participate 
in international trade. All these variables transmit to economic growth and national de-
velopment. 
So that economic growth contributes to national development, it must be inclusive and 
pro-poor, meaning growth that reduces poverty and benefits the poor more than the 
benchmark experience.2 It is becoming widely understood amongst the development 
community that serious efforts must be made to ensure inclusive economic growth. Inter-
national community has included this in United Nations long-term development plan 
(2015) of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development together with aspirations to pro-
tect the environment and promote social inclusion. The 2030 Agenda gives a guideline 
for international communities and all the stakeholders; governments, civil society, private 
sector and organizations that are expected to promote the realization of the Goals, on how 
to end poverty, protect the planet, and ensure prosperity for all. 
The 2030 Agenda recognizes international trade as an engine for inclusive economic 
growth and poverty reduction, and an important means to achieve the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs). All the SDGs have direct and indirect linkages with international 
trade, but especially Target 17.10 to “promote a universal, rules-based, open, non- dis-
criminatory and equitable multilateral trading system under the WTO including through 
the conclusion of negotiations within its Doha Development Agenda”, has an explicit 
mention of international trade and the World Trade Organization (WTO), which is the 
main institution regulating international trade system. 
                                                          
1 World Bank, Data, World Bank Merchandise trade (% of -GDP) 
2 UNDP, International Poverty Center, Pro-poor Growth: Concepts and Measurement with Country Case 
Studies, 2004 
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Through the history and existence of international trade system and more specifically 
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and the WTO, developed countries 
have had more economic and political power. Only in recent years, during the Uruguay 
Round of multilateral trade negotiations (1986-1994), developing countries were granted 
the right to participate in the GATT and, subsequently, in the WTO decision making as a 
full-fledged members. Since the access of the developing countries to the WTO negotia-
tions, the WTO decision making has been halted through the Doha Development Agenda, 
on which the heterogeneous member countries have not been able to reach an agreement. 
However, the international community together with the developing countries has 
agreed on the long-term development plan of the 2030 Agenda to make a change towards 
a sustainable development. The worldwide compromise to the 2030 Agenda has the pur-
pose to stimulate development especially subject to developing countries. Changing and 
adjusting the international trade rules, to make them more equal, is part of the plan. 
Though, since the 2030 Agenda is not legally binding, developing countries can only use 
it to push legally binding trade rules that favor them in order to achieve concrete changes. 
In this process, the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) 
is one of the main institutions helping the developing countries. UNCTAD supports de-
veloping countries to access the benefits of globalization and expansion of trade. In order 
to help developing counties and change the international trade rules to be more inclusive 
and positive for sustainable development, UNCTAD works to influence the WTO deci-
sion making. This situation causes debate between UNCTAD and WTO about interna-
tional trade and sustainable development, and their different and sometimes even oppos-
ing opinions. 
The conflicts are caused by asymmetric power struggles, power dynamics within and 
between countries, as well as increasing corporate power, which plays a significant role 
in influencing economic policies. It is important to differentiate that, what is an interna-
tional institutions ideology, public opinion transmitted through its reports and data, and 
actual decisions subject to political power game and conflicting opinions and interests, 
are all three divergent things. 
The published opinion of the WTO recognizes sustainable development as a central 
objective, however it remains in practice only a broad principle, rather than a binding 
legal rule. As a trade organization WTO´s main objective is free trade, and from its inter-
pretation, it recognizes the goals of sustainable development and trade liberalization mu-
tually supportive. When compared the WTO with UNCTAD, they have a clear conflict 
of interests and two very different views on the subject. UNCTAD and WTO have dis-
senting opinions and purposes, and due to this UNCTAD tries to influence WTO decision 
making. In UNCTAD´s opinion the gains from free trade might be important particularly 
in the early stages of development but treating unequal’s equally would only lead in ag-
gravating the inequalities in a long term. 
14 
 
This research examines international trade, sustainable development and the interlink-
ages between them, from the perspective of UNCTAD and with a focus on developing 
countries that need change in the condition of the current international trade system. 
UNCTAD works as a balancing force in the otherwise unequal arena, where WTO as the 
main institution regulating international trade and the powerful developed countries de-
termine the pecking order. In order to understand UNCTAD´s view and positioning on 
the subject, the research reflects also the WTO and its conflicting vision. 
This research aims to explain how international trade and sustainable development are 
connected, and then takes a sight to explain what are the differing visions of UNCTAD 
and WTO about this. The aim of this research is to answer to the research question: What 
is the importance given to international trade in the goals of the 2030 Agenda for Sustain-
able Development and what is the divergence of UNCTAD in relation to the WTO at this 
point? 
This research was conducted on the basis of two assumptions: (i) in UNCTAD's view, 
there is a need to create a new order of world economy that favors international trade of 
developing countries and can contribute to inclusive and pro-poor economic growth; and 
(ii) in UNCTAD's vision, it is important to redefine the constraining rules of international 
trade that essentially increase or restrict the chances to achieve the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals. 
When it comes to the assumptions, it is important to bear in mind that the existing 
asymmetries in the degree of national development and in relation to the structural con-
ditions of each country to alter its insertion to international trade, imply different possi-
bilities for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. This said, the current interna-
tional economic order affects the various heterogeneous developing countries in different 
ways, and the possible change in the direction pointed out by UNCTAD (with the creation 
of inclusive and pro-poor economic growth) is not sufficient alone to eliminate all exist-
ing asymmetries and inequalities. There is a need for a bigger change of current interna-
tional economic order. 
 
This research is based on UNCTAD´s publications, as well as international literature, 
articles and website material, with the objective to deepen the debate and gather and an-
alyze information on the subject. This research is divided into introduction, conclusion 
and in between three chapters discussing the subject of sustainable development and in-
ternational trade from different perspectives. 
The first chapter aims to introduce the subject of international trade and sustainable 
development, give definitions on sustainable development and the 2030 Agenda as well 
as international trade, and explain WTO´s position on the subject. 
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Second chapter studies international trade and development form the perspective of 
UNCTAD. First is explained UNCTAD as an institution and then its role in the develop-
ment of international trade policies based on UNCTAD´s Trade and Development reports 
and UNCTAD´s reports Beyond Conventional Wisdom in Development Policy, while re-
flecting its differences with the WTO. Subsequently the second chapter studies 
UNCTAD´s vision on how international trade and globalization is currently not helping 
in achieving sustainable development and SDGs but instead have put the global economic 
and social integration at risk. It is based on UNCTAD´s report Development-led globali-
zation: Towards sustainable and inclusive development paths, which criticizes the current 
financialization and liberalized financial sector. 
Third chapter examines the role of international trade in achieving sustainable devel-
opment and the 2030 Agenda from the perspective of UNCTAD, making a literary review 
from UNCTAD´s reports From Decisions to Actions and Trading into Sustainable De-
velopment: Trade, Market Access, and the Sustainable Development Goals. It seeks to 
explain what are the post-2015 action lines of UNCTAD in order to achieve the 2030 
Agenda, and how international trade is related to each SDG. At last, the third chapter, 
describes from UNCTAD´s perspective the challenges of international trading system, 
and the WTO as part of it, and presents UNCTAD´s proposition of creating a new order 
of world economy, the Global New Deal. 
















Sustainable Development and International Trade 
 
 
From the neoclassical point of view, development means economic growth. This desired 
growth is many times achieved with the cost of environmental protection. In the 1980s 
however, aroused the idea that environmental protection and economic growth do not 
need to be necessarily conflicting objectives. Term sustainable development was created 
to refer to this new ideology. At first sustainable development was limited to focus only 
on environment, ecological sustainability, leaving social and economic perspectives out-
side from the review.3 
During the United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development in 
the 1987 was published a report Our Common Future, also known as a Brundtland Report, 
which gave the largely quoted and known definition to sustainable development: “devel-
opment that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs”.4 The definition helped to shift the debate from the 
earlier concern whether environment and development are compatible objectives, to a 
new concentration of how to achieve environmentally sustainable forms of development.5 
The Brundtland definition of sustainable development contains two key concepts. 
First, the concept of needs, seeing needs as socially and culturally determined. Needs of 
consumption and growth should be within the limits of ecologically possible and some-
thing all can equally fairly endeavor. The extremely necessary and relevant needs of the 
world´s poor should be given primary priority. Second concept is limitations, in order to 
                                                          
3 Baker S. et al., The Politics of Sustainable Development, 1997 p.2-4 
4 World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future, 1987 
5 Baker S. et al., The Politics of Sustainable Development, 1997 p.2-4 
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meet the present and also the future needs. Limitations are determined by the conditions 
of social structure and technology, within the environment´s boundaries.6 
In addition to the main concepts, Brundtland definition put a major focus on inter- and 
ntra-generational equity. Inter-generational equity refers to meeting the needs of future 
generations in today´s decision making and policies. Intra-generational equity on the 
other hand means meeting the basic needs of all people of today’s generations, with a 
special focus on the poor people’s needs.7  
To achieve development there is no one-size-fits-all kind of solution. However, there 
can be defined different separate strategies to achieve development. Development strat-
egy means economic planning that defines the priority goals, how these set goals can be 
reached, what policy tools are needed, what are the trade-offs and what is the time-frame. 
Economist Jan Priewe has specified eight different development strategies. The seven 
traditional strategic concepts include: Washington Consensus, Plain neo-liberalism, Good 
governance, Millennium Development Goals, Outward development and export-led 
growth, Structural change (sector-specific policies), and Foreign-aid-based strategies.8 
Priewe brings up as the eight and last development strategy concept based on macro-
economic policies. This kind of development strategy has taken place in East and South 
Asia, led by extremely quickly developed China and India. This strategy is examined 
separately, because in the traditional strategic concepts mentioned, macroeconomic poli-
cies were only in marginal position. Priewe´s policy recommendations for the develop-
ment strategy based on macroeconomic policies are sovereign independent monetary pol-
icy, independent from advanced countries, and having flexible exchange rate regimes 
with the use of capital flow controls if necessary. It is important to notice, that for this 
strategy, it is required that the central bank is committed to low inflation and supports 
growth with low real interest rates.9 
Development can be measured with both quantitative and qualitative analysis and it 
can be either positive or negative. In development economics countries are many times 
classified in different groups based on their income and development levels. Countries 
development can be measured for example in per capita gross national income (GNI), but 
other measurements have been incorporated, such as the UNDP Human Development 
                                                          
6 Baker S. et al., The Politics of Sustainable Development, 1997 p.2-4; and Kates R. W., Parris T. M., and 
Leiserowitz A. A., What is Sustainable Development?, 2005 p. 20 
7 Baker S. et al., The Politics of Sustainable Development, 1997 p.2-4 
8 Priewe J., Seven Strategies for Development in Comparison, In Calcagno et al., Rethinking Development 





Index (HDI) and Purchasing Power Parity (PPP)10. This kind of categorization of coun-
tries in different groups is convenient for analysis and communication, but it also sets of 
limitations and biases. There are several definitions and categorizations by World Bank, 
IMF, Cepal etc. Interestingly the United Nations does not have its own formal country 
classification or definition of developing countries. Most important definitions might be 
to differentiate developed, developing and least developed countries.11 
The World Bank has for many years referred to low and middle income countries as 
developing countries. The least developed countries (LDCs) are low-income countries 
facing severe structural impediments to sustainable development. LDCs are highly vul-
nerable to economic and environmental shocks and they have low levels of human assets. 
Whereas, developed or advanced countries are referred to when talking about high-in-
come countries.12 
The World Bank classifies countries, so that: “low-income economies are defined as 
those with a GNI per capita, calculated using the World Bank Atlas method, of $1,005 or 
less in 2016; lower middle-income economies are those with a GNI per capita between 
$1,006 and $3,955; upper middle-income economies are those with a GNI per capita 
between $3,956 and $12,235; high-income economies are those with a GNI per capita of 
$12,236 or more.”13 
The UNDP Human Development Index on the other hand is a “summary measure of 
average achievement in key dimensions of human development: a long and healthy life, 
being knowledgeable and have a decent standard of living.” The HDI was created in order 
that countries can measure development with an emphasis on people and their capabili-
ties, instead of measuring economic growth alone.14 
The Human Development Index is expressed with a number between 0 and 1, wherein 
the development is considered higher when closer to 1. HDI has five tiers of human de-
velopment from very low, low, medium, high, to very high. HDI has increased in all 
regions in the last 25 years (see Graph 1). Europe, Central Asia, Latin America and the 
Caribbean all have high/ very high HDI value. East Asia, the Pacific and Arab States have 
                                                          
10 Gross National Income (GNI) is the sum of value added by all resident producers plus any product taxes 
not included in the valuation of output plus net receipts of primary income from abroad (World Bank, GNI 
per capita) 
Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) shows the rate of currency conversion that equalize the purchasing power 
of different currencies by eliminating the differences in price levels between countries. PPP simply shows 
the ratio of the prices in national currencies of the same good or service in different countries. (OECD, 
Purchasing Power Parities) 
11 Rittenberg L. and Tregarthen T., Economics Principles, 2012 p. 1390; and World Bank, Blog, Should we 
continue to use the term “developing world”? 
12 UN, DESA, Least Developed Countries (LDCs); and World Bank, Blog, Should we continue to use the 
term “developing world”? 
13 World Bank, Data, World Bank Country and Lending Groups 
14 UNDP, Human Development Index (HDI) 
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grown their values from low or medium to high. South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa have 
the lowest HDI values.15 
The most impressive and fast growth in HDI has been witnessed in the East Asia and 
Pacific, and South Asia. The most worrying situation lies still even after 25 years of de-
velopment in Sub-Saharan Africa. In the HDI country ranking in 2016, Norway is the 
best performing country of very high human development, Australia occupying the sec-
ond place. In the ranking of low human development countries, worst situation is in con-
flict ridden Central African Republic, following Niger, Chad and Burkina Faso.16 
Graph 1 Regional Trends in Human Development Index Values (1990-2015) 
 
Source: UNDP, Human Development Report 2016, p.30 
 
Development means different things in different countries. For example, in the coun-
tries with the lowest HDI in Sub-Saharan Africa the main development goals vary from 
controlling situations like Ebola outbreak in 2015 that killed over 11.000 people, to Ni-
geria’s Boko Haram militant Islamism group trying to overthrow the Nigerian govern-
ment. In the highest HDI value countries, such as Norway, the development problems are 
totally different; varying from contributions to global development aids to challenges 
such as greenhouse gas emissions and effective human resource management. Despite the 
differences, the unifying common goal of sustainable development worldwide is the re-
moval of disparities of developed and developing countries in order to achieve more equal 
world.17 
                                                          
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ickes B. W., Introduction to Development Economics, 2008 p.16; and The Global Observatory, What 
















                                         Sustainability 
 
 
Sustainable development can be seen as a guiding principle for long-term global de-
velopment. It consist of the so called Triple Bottom Line (3 P’s) of people, planet and 
profit (see Figure 1 b). Sustainable development can be also presented in the form of 
Three Pillars (see Figure 1 a): 
1. economic development, 
2. social development and 
3. environmental protection. 
Economic development means attaining quantitative and qualitative improvements in 
country´s economy, as well as social and political well-being. Environmental protection 
refers to preserving the eco system. Social development includes guarantee of equal ac-
cess to resources to all human communities. However, showed here as separate pillars, it 
is very important to understand that all three pillars are interconnected and should not be 
considered as a separate systems. Most national and international organizations and ef-
forts of sustainable development focus only on one pillar at a time. Instead, all efforts of 
poverty eradication, changing unsustainable patterns of production and consumption and 
protecting and managing the natural resources are comprehensive interlinked objectives 
of sustainable development. In some models underneath the pillars is outlined a base of 
global governance. The originally known pillar model receives critics that it needs to be 
governed, otherwise the sustainable development is impossible to reach.18 
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 The United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC/ CEPAL), one of the five regional commissions of the UN with the purpose of 
contributing to the economic development of Latin America, criticizes the Brundtlands 
definition of sustainable development. It argues that the Brundtland definition is a decep-
tively simple notion that actually reflects a complex balance structure between the differ-
ent perspectives of environment and economic and social development. ECLAC views 
that the practical results are far from a true integration of the three dimensions of sustain-
able development, in which economic matters take precedence over social concerns and 
both come before the environment.19 
Since Brundtlands definition of sustainable development, several academics have cre-
ated their own alternative definition. However, still a clear and globally established mean-
ing remains unattained. This has caused harsh critiques over how sustainable develop-
ment is unnecessary, too abstract and even meaningless. There is a concern that the lack 
of clarity on the definition allows that anything can be called as sustainable. On the other 
hand, the lack of clarity in the definition has made it possible that groups from different 
and even conflicting interest have been able to reach common ground and work together 
towards concrete policies. Each attempt to define sustainable development also adds to 
the continuing dialogue, and the lack of clear definition allows it to be powerful and 
adaptable to very different situations in all times and spaces.20 
 
The next section 1.1 is going to focus on explaining the 2030 Agenda for sustainable 
development and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). After this, the section 1.2 
explains the role of international trade in today´s world and in achieving the SDGs. The 
last section 1.3 seeks to explain the role of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in mak-
ing the international trade rules and thereby affecting on the prevailing interlinkages of 
international trade and sustainable development. This chapter works as an introduction to 
the issues to be addressed in this research later on and to their affiliations. 
1.1 The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
After the Brundtland Report, sustainable development gained global political attention in 
the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, held in Rio de Janeiro 
in 1992. This so called Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro issued a detailed statement of 
                                                          
19 ECLAC, About Sustainable Development; and ECLAC, Sustainable development in Latin America and 
the Caribbean: follow-up to the United Nations development agenda beyond 2015 and to Rio+20, 2013,  
p.10 
20 Baker S. et al., The Politics of Sustainable Development, 1997 p.2-4; and Kates R. W., Parris T. M., and 
Leiserowitz A. A., What is Sustainable Development?, 2005 p. 20 
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desired actions to realize sustainable development at national, regional and international 
levels. The 176 UN member states reached a general consensus on the term sustainable 
development being a major aim for the international community.21 
 Ten years later the commitment to sustainable development was reaffirmed at the 
World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, South Africa, in 2002. The 
Johannesburg Plan of Implementation was based on the progress and experience gained 
since the Earth Summit, providing more concrete and measurable goals and targets. 
Meanwhile, sustainable development as a concept and goal spread quickly and became 
the center idea of several international organizations, national institutions and even cor-
porate enterprises.22 
Even though the idea of sustainable development and its three pillars were rapidly 
adopted, there was no universal agreement or concrete goals to direct the actions. This 
changed in the Millennium Summit of the United Nations in 2000, when the world com-
munity, national governments and leaders joined together to make collective action and 
created eight international development goals called the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) to be achieved by 2015. The MDGs are: 1) eradicate extreme hunger and pov-
erty, 2) achieve universal primary education, 3) promote gender equality and empower 
women, 4) reduce child mortality, 5) improve maternal health, 6) combat HIV/Aids, Ma-
laria and other diseases, 7) ensure environmental sustainability, and 8) global partnership 
for development.23 
The biggest achievement of the MDGs is the poverty reduction. The number of people 
living in extreme poverty declined globally by more than half, from 1.9 billion in 1990 to 
836 million in 2015. Besides the MDG 1 on poverty, many other goals were also reach, 
such as under the MDG 2 seen impressive rise in primary school enrolement. The devel-
oping regions primary school enrolment rate reached 91 % in 2015, up from 83 % in 
2000, and many more girls started to receive education. The MDGs saved the lifes of 
millions and improved living conditions for many more. However, the inequalities per-
sisted and achievements were uneven. Some targets, such as the MDG 4 on reduced child 
mortality was not achieved.24  
Despite that the MDGs managed to raise significantly the official aid flows, several 
countries, particularly in Africa, could not meet the goals by 2015. This action plan was 
only focused on developing countries, leaving the wealthier developed world outside, as 
if it would not have any role in this. Soon after the creation of MDGs it was realized that 
                                                          
21 Schrijver N. J., The Evolution of Sustainable Development in International Law, 2008, p.24; and UN, 
General Assembly, Sustainable Development  
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What is Sustainable Development?, 2005, p. 20 
23 UN, Millennium Development Goals  
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these short-term goals were not enough and the United Nations started to work toward 
the creation of more concrete and long-term plan of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) relying in the participation of all countries.25 
 
Figure 2 UN Sustainable Development Goals 
 
Source: UN, Sustainable Development Goals  
 
Goal 1: No Poverty 
Goal 2: Zero Hunger 
Goal 3: Good Health and Well-being 
Goal 4: Quality Education 
Goal 5: Gender Equality 
Goal 6: Clean Water and Sanitation 
Goal 7: Affordable and Clean Energy 
Goal 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth 
Goal 9: Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure 
Goal 10: Reduced Inequalities 
Goal 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities 
Goal 12: Responsible Consumption and Production 
Goal 13: Climate Action 
Goal 14: Life Below Water 
Goal 15: Life on Land 
Goal 16: Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions 
Goal 17: Partnerships for the Goals 
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The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a set of 17 aspirational "Global 
Goals" framed by the United Nations and its 194 member states, as well as the global 
civil society, and adopted by world leaders in September 2015 at an historic UN Summit. 
From its official name, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, is a broad inter-
governmental agreement about the principles and actions on universal goals for sustaina-
ble development to achieve the future we want, while acting as the Post 2015 Develop-
ment Agenda, successor to the Millennium Development Goals.26 
The SDGs contain 17 goals with 169 targets covering a broad range of sustainable 
development issues. From a broader perspective the goal is to end poverty and hunger, 
and to achieve sustainable development in its three dimensions through promoting inclu-
sive economic growth, protecting the environment, and promoting social inclusion. The 
more specific SDGs include reducing inequalities, improving health and education, mak-
ing cities more sustainable, combating climate change, and protecting oceans and forests 
inter alia (see all the 17 SDGs in Figure 2).27 
The 2030 Agenda describes five areas of critical importance for humanity and the 
planet. The so-called Five P´s of the 2030 Agenda are:  
1. People - to end poverty and hunger, in all their forms and dimensions, and to 
ensure that all human beings can fulfil their potential in dignity and equality 
and in a healthy environment. 
2. Planet - to protect the planet from degradation, including through sustainable 
consumption and production, sustainably managing its natural resources and 
taking urgent action on climate change, so that it can support the needs of the 
present and future generations. 
3. Prosperity - to ensure that all human beings can enjoy prosperous and fulfilling 
lives and that economic, social and technological progress occurs in harmony 
with nature. 
4. Peace - to foster peaceful, just and inclusive societies which are free from fear 
and violence. There can be no sustainable development without peace and no 
peace without sustainable development. 
5. Partnership - to mobilize the means required to implement this Agenda through 
a revitalised Global Partnership for Sustainable Development, based on a spirit 
of strengthened global solidarity, focused in particular on the needs of the poor-
est and most vulnerable and with the participation of all countries, all stake-
holders and all people.28 
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The SDGs have broader scope than the MDGs, addressing the worldwide need for 
development that works for all people. Compared to the MDGs which called for action 
only in the developing countries, the new SDGs are universal and apply to all countries. 
One of the most important features of the SDGs is the big emphasis on the success of the 
implementation and concretization of the Goals by focusing on the mobilization of finan-
cial resources.29 
The Addis Ababa Action Agenda (AAAA) of the Third International Conference on 
Financing for Development, held in 2015, provides concrete policies and actions to sup-
port the implementation of the new agenda. The AAAA calls for ”global partnership for 
sustainable development, led by governments” and ”mobilization of financial resources 
as well as capacity-building and the transfer of environmentally sound technologies to 
developing countries on favorable terms, including on concessional and preferential 
terms, as mutually agreed”.30 
Since the Sustainable Development Goals and the 2030 Agenda are not legally bind-
ing, the implementation and success will rely on countries own ability and performance. 
Countries are expected to dedicate by taking the ownership and to set up a national sus-
tainable development policies, plans and programs for achieving the 17 Goals. Even 
though the SDGs are “nationally owned and country-led”, all stakeholders such as gov-
ernments, civil society, private sector and organization such as the WTO and UNCTAD 
are expected to promote the realization of the Goals. The monitoring of the SDGs will be 
at the global level by using a set of global indicators, and also the country level own 
national indicators are set to assist. The challenge of global governance and coordination 
of countries is something that has to be considered.31 
 
Integral part of sustainable development is international trade. It has a big paper and it 
cannot be excluded from the actions towards more sustainable world. This research ex-
amines the sustainable development from the perspective of international trade. The next 
section 1.2 starts with defining international trade and explaining the current trend in trade 
and then deepens the examination with making interconnections of trade and sustainable 
development. The section 1.2 also gives a short outlook on trade theories explaining the 
difference between traditional neoclassical and alternative heterodox views. 
                                                          
The Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data is multi-stakeholder network of more than 150 
data champions harnessing the data revolution for sustainable development. Its members represent the full 
range of data producers and users, including governments, companies, civil society groups, international 
organizations, academic institutions, foundations, statistics agencies and data communities. (Read more in: 
Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data http://www.data4sdgs.org/)  
29 UN, The Sustainable Development Agenda  
30UN, Addis Ababa Action Agenda, 2015  
31 UN, The Sustainable Development Agenda  
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1.2 International Trade and Development 
International trade means exchange of goods and services across international borders 
and territories. Export means a situation where country sells its domestic product to the 
global market, and contrary, a product that is bought from the global market to a country 
is an import. The balance of trade compares the value of country´s exports against its 
imports. When exports are in total a greater value than imports, country has a trade sur-
plus, which is seen in most nations as a favorable balance. The opposite situation, when 
the value of imports is greater than exports, is a trade deficit.32 
Today´s global trade is to a large extend related to physical goods. Trade in services is 
increasing, but yet accounts for a much lower share. International trade in goods has in-
creased significantly over the last decade, rising from $10 trillion in 2005 to over $18.5 
trillion in 2014, and declined substantially to about $16 trillion in 2015 (see graph 2). 
Despite the sharp rebound in 2010 and 2011, following soon after the major financial 
crises, export growth rates declined substantially and are now at much lower level than 
in the pre-crises period, both for developed and developing countries. Trade in services 
was more resilient and increased sharply between 2005 and 2015 from about $2.5 trillion 
to almost $5 trillion.33 
 
Graph 2 Values and Growth Rates of World Trade in Goods and Services 
 
Source: UNCTAD, Key Statistics and Trends in International Trade 2016, p.9 
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In most countries international trade represent a big share of gross domestic product 
(GDP). This correlation can be measured in merchandise trade as a share of GDP, which 
means the sum of merchandise exports and imports divided by the value of GDP. As seen 
in the Graph 3, merchandise trade represented in 1960 17,5 % of GDP and in 2016 the 
share of world trade has increased to present 50 % of worlds total GDP.34 
 
 
 Graph 3 World Bank Merchandise Trade, 1960-2016 (% of GDP) 
 
Source: World Bank, Data, World Bank Merchandise trade (% of GDP) 
 
Economic growth, which is normally quantified through the annual change of gross 
domestic product (GDP), is closely linked with economic development. However, eco-
nomic development is much broader concept and includes number of other variables, such 
as consumption of goods and services, household income and employment labour. De-
velopment is a reflection of social and economic progress and requires economic growth. 
Growth is necessary prerequisite for development, but it is not sufficient alone to guaran-
tee that development happens. 
Economic development takes place usually when new technologies are adopted, econ-
omy transitions its orientation from agriculture to industry, and the overall living stand-
ards are improving.  Economic development is closely linked with the concept of sustain-
able development, after all, it is one of the main pillars of sustainable development to-
gether with social development and environmental protection. 
Economic growth is a phenomenon of market productivity and rise in GDP, being one 
of the aspects of the process of economic development. Increases in productivity, such as 
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labour productivity, are the major factors responsible for economic growth. Economic 
growth is necessary because it allows the country to consume more goods and services, 
which leads to real improvement in living standards. However, accelerated economic 
growth can lead to serious problems, such as environmental constrains and income ine-
quality. For example economist Simon Kuznets famous Kuznets curve35, that shows with 
an ‘inverted-U’ model the relationship between the level of income and the degree of 
inequality, emphasized that the improvement in income distribution is not automatic. 
Economist Chang reminds that income distribution depends also on the development of 
institutions like trade unions and the welfare state.36 
Economic growth is only helpful in terms of development if it’s inclusive. It is becom-
ing widely understood amongst the development community that serious efforts must be 
made to ensure inclusive economic growth.37 UNDP’s chief economist, Thangavel Pal-
anivel, points out the main features of inclusive economic growth: “Growth is inclusive 
when it takes place in the sectors in which the poor work (e.g. agriculture); occurs in 
places where the poor live (e.g. undeveloped areas with few resources); uses the factors 
of production that the poor possess (e.g. unskilled labour); and reduces the prices of 
consumption items that the poor consume (e.g. food, fuel and clothing).”38 
All of these aspects of inclusive economic growth are linked to international trade. 
There is a strong body of opinion that sees trade liberalization as important factor for 
economic growth, and growth as a key factor to alleviate poverty. However, there is an 
orientation criticizing that growth is only helpful for development if it is pro-poor growth, 
meaning growth that benefits the poor and provides them with opportunities to improve 
their economic situation. UNDP´s International Poverty Center defines pro-poor growth 
as a growth process that reduces poverty more than it does in the benchmark experience, 
meaning improvement over business as usual and excluding the trickle-down effect, when 
the poor receives proportionally less benefits from growth than the non-poor.39 
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The UNDP Human Development Report agrees that countries tend to open more as 
they develop. However, opening more in terms of international trade does not mean as a 
result greater development. The Report claims that: “While not all globally integrated 
developing countries have made rapid gains in Human Development Index (HDI) value, 
the converse is true. Almost all developing countries that made the most improvement in 
HDI value relative to their peers between 1990 and 2012 have integrated more with the 
world economy over the past two decades; their average increase in trade to output ratio 
is about 13 percentage points greater than that of the group of developing countries with 
more modest improvement in HDI value.”40 
The Graph 4 shows improvement in HDI value compared to the change in trade to 
output ratio, which indicates the depth of participation in global markets. More than four-
fifth of developing countries increased their trade to output ratio between the researched 
period in 1990 and 2012. Highlighted points in the upper right quadrant of the figure 
represent all the countries, such as for example China, Brazil and India, that had substan-
tial improvement in HDI value and increased their trade to output ratio. Countries, such 
as Kenya, Philippines and South Africa, in the lower right quadrant increased their trade 
to output ratio but made only modest improvement in HDI value.41 
 
Graph 4 Human Development and Trade Expansion in Selected Countries 
 
Source: UNDP, Human Development Report, 2013 p. 44 
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This raises questions of why countries trade and take part in global integration, and 
more importantly, why some countries grow to be rich while others are poor, and why big 
majority of countries are not able to catch up the rich ones. This relationship between 
international trade and economic development is one of the oldest themes in economic 
history and theory and very disputed. Next this research gives a short outlook on trade 
theories and different views. 
The most traditional mainstream view is based on neoclassical theories of international 
trade. It considers development largely as synonymous for industrialization and raise of 
incomes as a consequence. The neoclassical view is based on weak sustainability empha-
sizing domestic capital stocks over global socio-economic balance and ecosystem. Neo-
classical idea can be summarized with idea of less state and government interference and 
more market free of regulation.42 
The classical economists claimed that international trade results in countries to spe-
cialize in the production of goods and services in which they have a comparative ad-
vantage, in which the country can produce in lower relative marginal cost due to differ-
ences in natural resources and technology. The Richardian theory of comparative ad-
vantage was developed by David Ricardo in 1817 making a conclusion that it is beneficial 
to countries to participate in international trade even in a situation when workers in one 
country are more efficient in production of every single good than the workers in other 
countries.43 
The classical economists considered free trade and international mobility of people as 
a mechanism to equalize the salaries and achieve as a consequence more equal develop-
ment. Economists Ohlin and Heckscher emphasized the benefits of free trade on their 
theory of two-factor case (capital and labour), according to which country will export 
goods that use its abundant factors intensively, and import goods that are reliant on its 
scarce factors. In addition, Stolper and Samuelson´s theory of factor price equalization, 
state that the relative prices for two identical factors of production will eventually be 
equalized across countries because of international trade. Stolper and Samuelson´s theory 
has some important limitations that prevent its application to the real world, since it re-
quires that the trading countries have for example exactly the same technologies in use, 
and the quality of land and labour is the same.44 
These pure theories of international trade are in favor of free trade as an instrument for 
development explaining why trade liberalization tends to benefit the relatively abundant 
factor of production and why trade in goods can equalize opportunities just as effectively 
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43 Ibid. p.718-757 
44 Heckscher E. F. and Ohlin B., Heckscher-Ohlin trade theory, 1991; and Stolper W. F. and Samuelson, P. 
A., Protection and real wages, 1941, p.58–73 
 
31 
as trade in people and capital. In these neoliberal theories free trade is seen necessary to 
development and as a means to balance the existing imbalances on resources throughout 
the world.45 
However, there is an alternative heterodox view that is based on development econom-
ics. It criticizes international trade and raises problems such as non-perfect competition 
and not working optimum allocation of resources between developed and developing 
countries when they operate in a same global trade network but with very different prem-
ises.46 Economist Ellie Perkins summarizes the view of development economics on trade 
arguing that: “The main criticisms of trade from a sustainability viewpoint are that it 
accelerates resource depletion and pollution, harms income distribution both locally and 
internationally, and undermines democratic institutions”.47 
The traditional neoclassical theories started to raise criticism after the war years in the 
end of the 1940s and the beginning of the 1950s. The neoclassical ideas couldn’t offer a 
solution to the specific problems that developing countries were facing. The traditional 
trade theories ignored the specific characters of developing countries that would have 
needed their own theoretical body. The development economics view didn’t however rise 
form dissatisfaction with the classical theories, but instead from the need of a group of 
economist to solve practical problems and give economic policy recommendations.48 
Brazilian economist Luiz Carlos Delorme Prado argues that development economics 
was marked with two main premises of Prebisch-Singer on the deterioration of the terms 
of trade and Ragnar Nurkse's thesis on trade as a driving force for development.49 Econ-
omist Raul Prebisch suggested policies which would serve as alternatives to the ones pro-
posed by orthodox thinking. He created a system of international economic relations 
called center-periphery system to point out the asymmetries between industrialized and 
non-industrialized countries. Prebisch claimed that the industrialized center was favored 
by their early technical progress and that they organized the system as a whole to serve 
their own interests. The periphery was linked with the center as a function of their natural 
resources producing and exporting raw materials.50 
                                                          
45 Prado L. C. D., Comércio Internacional, Convergência Econômica e Políticas de Desenvolvimento: 
Reflexões sobre o Debate, 2015  
The pure theory of international trade is known as HOS -model (Heckscher-Olhin-Samuelson). Read more 
about it in Jones R. W. and Neary J. P., The positive theory of international trade In: Handbook of Interna-
tional Economics, Chapt. 1, 1984  
46 Martin K., Knapp J., Development Economics, 2009, p.37-38  
47 Perkins P. E., Trade, Transition Paths, and Sustainable Economies, 1999, p. 593-608  
48 Prado L. C. D., Comércio Internacional, Convergência Econômica e Políticas de Desenvolvimento: 
Reflexões sobre o Debate, 2015 
49 Ibid. Singer and Prebisch formulated both independently in 1950 the basic idea of deteriorization of the 
terms of trade. Read more about Singers output in Singer H. W., The Distribution of Gains between Invest-
ing and Borrowing Countries, The American Economic Review, Vol. 40, No. 2, p. 473-485, May 1950 
50 Prebisch R., Five Stages in My Thinking on Development, In: Pioneers in Development, Chapt. 7, 1984 
 
32 
Prebisch affirmed that the technological progress started at the centers and its fruits 
remained also basically there. Greater productivity also increased demand and promoted 
further technological innovations and capital accumulation in the centers, with only small 
joint effects on the periphery. This repetitive pattern of development has caused the pe-
riphery to stay in the margin of industrialization.51 
Prebisch argued that specialization in the export of primary products led to the for-
mation of a dual economy with modern exporting sector and a traditional sector of low 
productivity. He emphasized the importance of industrialization and moderate and selec-
tive protection policies. Prebisch argues that: “Conventional economists both in the cen-
ters and in the periphery have always attacked (and continue to attack) protection as a 
form of intervention violating the laws of the market.” However, while protection at the 
center aggravates the current disparities, at the periphery it tends to correct them.52 
On the other hand, Estonian economist Raknar Nurske, as the other main premises of 
development economics in the early 1950s, opposed the skeptical idea of Prebisch-Singer 
that increased trade would not necessarily benefit equally all countries. Nurske considered 
international trade as the main route for economic growth for peripheral countries, since 
without the benefit of constant terms of trade, growth would have to reflect internal de-
mands. He believes in an idea of balanced growth, that increasing of production over a 
wide range of consumables in the proportion of private interest creates its own demand.53 
Besides above mentioned development economists there has emerged generations of 
new thinkers. One important example is economist Dani Rodrik, who criticized the limits 
of trade policy reforms in developing countries motivated with traditional free trade the-
ories, such as comparative advantage and economies of scale. He argued that most of the 
countries that made radical trade reforms in the 1980s face uncertain and possibly even 
negative impacts as a consequence of trade liberalization. Rodrik emphasizes that in a 
markets with imperfect competition trade reform could affect welfare through four chan-
nels: the volume of trade effect, the excess profits effect, the scale efficiency effect and 
the technical efficiency effect.54 
Rodrik also discusses the matter of trade opening and development in the notion of 
growth and poverty reduction. Rodrik argues that while ”Very few countries have grown 
over long periods of time without experiencing an increase in the share of foreign trade 
in their national product, -- it is equally true that no country has developed simply by 
opening itself up to foreign trade and investment.” Opening up the economy needs to be 
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partial and gradual, and it is still hardly ever the key factor at the outset, over market 
access in the advanced industrial countries and a range of institutional reforms at home.55 
An American economics Joseph Stiglitz agrees with Dani Rodrik on the important 
paper of government. Stiglitz highlights the importance of knowledge in the economy. 
He argues that the existence of information costs, even if small, can have big conse-
quences. It is not only a gap in resources, but also a disparity in knowledge, that separates 
developing and developed countries. Stiglitz also points out a “new structural” approach 
to development, that was created by Chinese economist Justin Lin, to study the determi-
nants and dynamics of economic structure.56 Lin states that:”The new structural econom-
ics argues that the best way to upgrade a country’s endowment structure is to develop its 
industries at any specific time according to the comparative advantages determined by 
its given endowment structure at that time.” It is central to understand that in structuralism 
developing countries are considered qualitatively different from developed ones, not only 
shrunk versions of developed countries.57 
On the other hand, an American journalist Thomas Friedman has very different and 
contrary idea on trade opening compared to previous authors such as Rodrik and Stiglitz. 
He sums up today’s neo-liberal economic orthodoxy in his book The Lexus and the Olive 
Tree in a set of economic policies called Golden Straitjacket. Friedman argues that coun-
tries, in order to achieve economic growth, must adopt the following golden rules: privat-
ize state-owned companies,  maintain low rate of inflation and price stability, reduce the 
size of state bureaucracy, balance budget (if not a surplus), lower or eliminate tariffs on 
imported goods, deregulate foreign investment and capital markets, make its currency 
convertible and open its industries. Friedman argues that these golden rules are pretty 
much "one size fits all" and that they tend to result in economic growth and shrinking 
politics.58 
Friedman’s ideas are largely criticized among scholars that criticize free trade and neo-
liberal orthodoxy. Economist Ha-Joon Chang writes in his book The Bad Samaritans – 
The Myth of Free Trade and the Secret History of Capitalism about an alternative vision 
on free trade and globalization. Chang argues that since most developing countries were 
pushed to liberalize trade to a huge degree, first by the IMF and the World Bank in the 
aftermath of the Third World debt crisis of 1982, then through the launch of the WTO in 
1995 and now by the recent jam of bilateral and regional free trade agreements, develop-
ing countries have not done well.59 
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Chang criticizes that neo-liberal free-trade economists justify rapid and large-scale 
trade liberalization in developing countries claiming that developing country producers 
need to be exposed to as much competition as possible quickly, in order to have incentive 
to raise productivity and survive. Chang sees this neo-liberal view problematic and claims 
that developing country producers need a period of insulation from international compe-
tition when entering to new industries. Protection, subsidies and other measures can help 
them to build up their capabilities first before they need to compete with superior foreign 
producers.60 
Chang argues that: ”Free trade may often—although not always—be the best trade 
policy in the short run, as it is likely to maximize a country’s current consumption. But it 
is definitely not the best way to develop an economy. In the long run, free trade is a policy 
that is likely to condemn developing countries to specialize in sectors that offer low 
productivity growth and thus low growth in living standards. This is why so few countries 
have succeeded with free trade, while most successful countries have used infant industry 
protection to one degree or another. -- Paradoxically, therefore, ‘free’ trade policy re-
duces the ‘freedom’ of the developing countries that practise it.”61 
In free international trade countries do not restrict exports or imports to and from other 
countries. Most countries, however, apply protectionist measures in order to protect local 
employment and economy by imposing tariffs to imports and subsidies to exports among 
other things. In other words creating impediments for market-access. For example the 
agricultural subsidies imposed by United States and European Union make the competi-
tion impossibly unfair for external countries. The problem that free trade is not equally 
free for all countries is to blame, why developing countries cannot access and compete in 
some of the most important markets.62 Therefore Chang argues that if developed countries 
genuinely want to help developing countries develop through trade, they should accept 
asymmetric protectionism and acknowledge that they need much lower protection in the 
first place than the developing countries. Chang points out that the situation used to be 
like this already in between the 1950s and the 1970s.63 
 
A good practical example of a country and region that managed to develop its economy 
using international trade for its own benefit is China and East Asia in general. The devel-
opment that happened in China and in East Asia can be described as developmental state. 
Economist Ha-Joon Chang describes developmental state as a state that gains its political 
legitimacy from record in economic development, which it seeks to achieve mostly by 
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exercising selective industrial policies. A broader definition of the developmental state 
includes also state interventions by explicitly favoring some specific sectors over others 
in order to promote economic development.64 
Brazilian economist Carlos Aguiar de Medeiros argues that East Asia developed by 
using international trade, starting in the early 1960s with the import substitution industri-
alization (ISI)65, and quickly following by export-oriented industrialization (EOI)66 ex-
porting first mainly textiles and clothing, but soon generating a greater trade diversifica-
tion, and as a consequence positive balance of payments. Coalitions of big business and 
the State made it possible to achieve dominance of industrial sector over other fractions 
of capital. The military power and autonomous presence made the situation much more 
secure than in other developing nations.67 
Medeiros claims that, when other developing countries suffered from the discontinuity 
in development strategy, that involved two major forces of financial openness and big 
business revulsion against the developmental state, the developmental state in dynamic 
East Asian countries survived the great resistance and managed to preserve the national 
developmental strategy.68 However, Medeiros points out that in the opinion of the World 
Bank and neoclassical economists, East Asian successful economic trajectories resulted 
from free trade, enabling market institutions, huge investments in human capital, high-
levels of savings and cautious macroeconomic interventions. Totally opposite to that 
ECLAC, UNCTAD and heterodox economists suggests.69 
When it comes to States power and position, Brazilian economist Luiz Carlos Bresser-
Pereira is among the several economists that have started to create a new strategy for 
national development, new developmentalism, which is based on fiscal responsibility and 
principally foreign exchange responsibility. According to Bresser-Pereira, the idea of the 
new developmentalism is “based on a strategic role for the state, on growth with domestic 
savings, on fiscal balance, on a competitive foreign exchange rate, and on the develop-
ment of a domestic mass consumer market.”70 
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East Asian development strategies, which give the States a central role, have changed 
the international trade systems dynamics. The quick industrialization of China and the 
countries of South-East Asia shifted a significant portion of global demand for producers 
of raw materials and food. Brazilian economist Luiz Gonzaga Belluzo argues that: “The 
industrialized Asian bloc, with China at its core, has functioned and still functions as a 
nexus between demand in the countries of the center and supply from “natural resource-
exporting” economies.” China has been applying national industrialization policies tai-
lored for large transnational corporations in pursuit of competitive advantages, and ad-
justed its national strategy of accelerated industrialization towards the expansion of the 
new global economy and competition. The so called East Asian Miracle has enabled the 
creation of synergies in the region.71 
 As part of the quick industrialization, countries such as China, India and Indonesia 
have become part of the new international division of labour and world economy with 
their abundant labour supply. Economic forces push for moving the production of low-
skill labour-intensive goods in developing countries and induce as a result a widening 
wage gap between skilled and low-skilled labour in developed countries. Especially in 
the “triad” of European Union, Japan and United States low-skilled labour is relatively 
scarce factor of production and hence, first place to feel the pressure to adjust, as a result 
from falling prices of goods produced by using low-skilled developing country work-
force. As a result of this, the low-skilled labour tends to suffer the worst consequences.72 
The new international division of labour refers to situation of closer integration of 
worldwide labour markets. Economists Gundlach and Nunnenkamp argue that the inte-
gration happens in a quite uneven manner and that: “This development favours high-
skilled workers in industrialized countries, who have relatively few foreign competitors. 
By contrast, low-skilled workers face an almost perfectly elastic supply of low-paid com-
petitors around the world.” Industrialization makes progress only in few developing 
countries, especially those that started to place bigger emphasis on export promotion and 
less focus on import substitution policies, leaving big part of the developing countries 
behind. Economic development is biggest in the already developed countries and labour 
situation improves the most among the most affluent.73 
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The United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC) evaluates in its report International trade and inclusive development: Building 
synergies, how international trade influences on growth and equality in the region. 
ECLAC finds that international trade can help reduce structural heterogeneity in terms of 
productivity gaps, because export firms in the region have higher productivity levels and 
better wages than other companies. The report claims that: “The greater the number of 
globalized companies, the smaller production and social gaps. In contrast, the greater 
the concentration of export companies and the fewer their linkages with the rest of the 
economy, the larger the productivity gap.”74 
The report of ECLAC finds that imports are another valuable means through which 
international trade can improve the productivity of companies. Imports enable the world’s 
best quality-price ratio for production inputs and capital goods, as well as, access to more 
diverse goods and services providing better well-being of households. The main finding 
of the report is that international trade does not automatically contribute to inclusive de-
velopment. Inclusive development depends crucially on the quality of the public-private 
policies and States capacity to address and act to reach “fiscal compact, productivity 
growth, social protection, territorial convergence and capacity-building through educa-
tion and employment opportunities”.75 
However, it is not only enough to have a strong State. All countries are impacted by 
the larger global context. It can be defined as a global interdependence, which means in 
practice that the development strategies do not only depend on national factors but also 
on the global context.76 UNCTAD argues that: “Interdependence among countries im-
plies that the economy of each is both sufficiently open for it to come under considerable 
influence from abroad, and sufficiently large for its own policies to make a significant 
impact on others.”77 
Due to the growing interdependences and their impact on developing countries, 
UNCTAD has made a report of Global Value Chains and Development to explain the 
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unprecedentedly intertwined global production networks of companies trading inputs and 
outputs in complex cross-border value chains. These global value chains (GVCs) can be 
in nature intra-firm or inter-firm and regional or global. The developing countries partic-
ipation in global value chains and international trade is increasing. Developing countries 
share in global value added trade increased from 20% in 1990 to 30% in 2000 and to over 
40% today. Since GVCs account for some 80% of global trade, they could provide new 
opportunities for developing countries to increase their participation in global trade and 
to diversify their exports.78 
Today only a small number of developing economies are deeply involved in global 
value chains, China being the best example. Since the global value chains can offer great 
opportunities as well as bring risks for developing countries, it is of paramount im-
portance to have a well-informed policy debate and consider policies that can make the 
global value chains more inclusive.79 
 
While developed countries and large multinational corporations (MNC) dominate the 
global market, their actions can cause very unequal results with non-symmetric power 
and information. As a consequence of their actions, trade becomes unequal, and develop-
ing countries are many times exploited. This comes down to the power relations in inter-
national trade.80  
The relation between power and money dates back to a long time and it is extremely 
virtuous, concentrated and centralized to few.81 The centralized power did not happen 
overnight but has its roots in a history since from the first international division of labour 
that was led by the Great Britain in 19th century. In the 20th century post-World War II, 
the world was bipolar between the two powers of United States and Soviet Union. In 
order to expand their own global power they opposed the continuation of the European 
                                                          
78 UNCTAD, Global Value Chains and Development, Investment and Value Added Trade in the Global 
Ecoomy, 2013 
79 Ibid. 
80Global Policy Forum, International Trade and Development  
81 José Fiori identifies three basic models of successful capitalist development after the first industrial rev-
olution and the first international division of the work led by Great Britain in the 19th century, and three 
others, after the United States imposed its supremacy within the 20th century capitalist world. ”In the 19th 
century, there have been: i) the dominions, or “British white colonies”, Canada and Australia, in particu-
lar; ii) the countries belonging to the independent economic periphery that had specialized and promoted 
a liberal and complementary integration with the British economy, lacking an expansive project of power, 
such as Argentina, Mexico and Brazil; iii) and, finally the case of countries that had made a catch up with 
England, adopting neomercantilist, or nationalist, policies, such as the United States, Germany and Japan. 
While in the 20th century it is possible to speak of economic success in: i) “the United States’ zones of 
strategic co-prosperity, true military and economic American protectorates, as in the cases of Japan, Korea 
and Taiwan, in Asia, and also, of Germany and Italy, inside of Europe; ii) some few cases of “develop-
mentist” success outside the strategic zones, as Brazil and Mexico, but which had ended up in great crises; 
iii) and, finally, the contemporary versions of the old catch up and the neo-mercantilist, or nationalist, 
policies, in which China and India currently stand out.” Fiori J. L., Preface to Global Power, 2010. 
 
39 
empires and significantly influenced in the independence of the African and Asian colo-
nies. Brazilian economist José Luís Fiori argues that: “After the new independences, so-
cialism and “developmentist capitalism” became, for those new states, either the utopia, 
or the hopefulness. They had only one goal: an accelerated economic growth that would 
allow the recovery of the delay, social mobility and the decrease of the Worldwide Sys-
tem’s asymmetries of wealth and power. In the end of the 1970s, however, “develop-
mentism” already was breathless in the majority of the peripheral countries.”82 
Fiori points out Robert Cooper´s argument that the worldwide management structure 
is supported now with global economy’s voluntary imperialism that is managed by an 
international trust of financial institutions such as the IMF and the World Bank. Fiori 
summarizes in his article of The Paradox of [American] Hiperpower the current power 
situation of states and economic politics: “In few words, since the second half of 1980s, 
the world was under the “undisputed” leadership of only one power guided by a strong 
liberal commitment. During this period, the United States has arbitrated the international 
monetary system, actively promoted the opening and the deregulation of the national 
economies and the free trade, stimulated the convergence of the macroeconomic policies, 
and acted - at least in part - as the last resort lender in all the financial crises that had 
shaken the business world by keeping, at the same time, an undisputable military, indus-
trial, technological, financial and cultural power.”83 It has been pointed out that the cur-
rent asymmetric power dates its beginning to a long time ago. 
International trade and its paper has been disputed also during many decades. Dispute 
over whether trade is beneficial or harmful to the sustainable development remains very 
heated. While, trade can be seen as a “hard” policy, sustainable development is a “soft” 
long term ideal goal, almost as a utopia. In theory sustainable development can be seen 
as a good objective, but in practice, its role can be seen as limiting or inconvenient for 
growth. Sustainable development enables countries to address poverty and environment 
but it may come with too many sacrifices that countries are not ready to adopt. 
Trade must be seen as a means towards sustainable development and well-being, in-
stead of just an opportunity for transnationals to generate greater profits. The old mental-
ity of making “progress” being equivalent to the growth of trade volumes and exports is 
outdated. However, in the search for balance it is normal to face resistance from those 
who seek to maintain the imbalance. The big difference is though that even the most 
resistant developed countries have agreed on common goals to achieve sustainable devel-
opment when the agreed on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The 2030 
Agenda recognizes international trade as an important means to achieve sustainable de-
                                                          




velopment and more equal and inclusive world. International trade does not have rele-
vance only in one but several of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Some goals, 
such as the SDG 17 about global partnership for sustainable development, are more 
closely linked to international trade.84 
For example the Target 17.10 aims to promoting equitable multilateral trading system 
under the World Trade Organization (WTO). Since the only globally recognized organi-
zation that deals with trade rules and regulates international trade is the WTO, it is ex-
pected that the same States that agreed on the Target 17.10 together with the entire 2030 
Agenda are able to adopt the required measures to achieve equitable, just, fair and right-
eous multilateral trading system inside the WTO too. For this to happen sustainable de-
velopment needs to be recognized as an institutional objective of the WTO. 
The WTO has an important paper in achieving the 2030 Agenda and power to attain 
inclusive and sustainable developed world. The next section 1.3 deals with the position 
of the WTO in achieving sustainable development and how the WTO can influence with 
its trade policies on the achievement of the SDGs. The Agreement Establishing the WTO, 
known as “the WTO Agreement”, cites sustainable economic development as one of the 
objectives of the WTO, and also specifically mentions that international trade should ben-
efit the economic development of developing and least-developed countries. 
1.3 World Trade Organization and Development 
The World Trade Organization (WTO) is an international organization with primary pur-
pose to open trade for the benefit of all and to establish a framework for trade policies. It 
is the only global international organization dealing with the rules of trade between na-
tions. The main international trading system, which regulates international trade, is the 
multilateral trading regime under the WTO. The WTO´s main functions are to administer 
trade agreements, operate as a forum for trade negotiations, handle trade disputes, monitor 
national trade policies, offer technical assistance and training for developing countries, 
and work in cooperation with other international organizations. Primarily the WTO is a 
place where member governments try to sort out trade problems they face with each 
other.85 
The World Trade Organization was established in 1995, making it as one of the young-
est international organizations. The WTO is a successor to the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade (GATT), which was established in the wake of the Second World War 
in 1948. The GATT was a legal agreement between several, mainly developed, countries 
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to promote international trade and to boost economic recovery. According to the preface 
of the GATT agreement its object was a “substantial reduction of tariffs and other barri-
ers to trade and to the elimination of discriminatory treatment in international com-
merce”. The WTO system was developed through a series of trade negotiations held under 
GATT. The last Uruguay Round in 1986-94 led to the WTO’s creation, but the original 
GATT agreement of 1947 is still in effect under the WTO framework and works as a basis 
for WTO´s activities.86 
It is important to bear in mind that the years of the Second World War when the GATT 
was created until the early 1970s the world experienced an unprecedentedly fast and sta-
ble growth, the so called glorious thirties, in both developed and developing countries. 
However, the GATT and the GATT agreement on multilateral trade rules was created by 
developed countries and after the creation the world changed and confronted many eco-
nomic and political turmoils. It can be argued that in the early 1970s the system was 
undermined by several forces that changed the course of the world. Most importantly the 
growth of international finance weakened the capacity of national governments to protect 
their societies, and the GATT/ WTO agreements are alleged to hamper the situation 
more.87 
The importance of the WTO has grown together with the importance of trade in the 
world economy and the number of the member governments. By the date, the WTO has 
164 member states, which together represent 98 % of world trade. The WTO is run by its 
member governments that are responsible for all major decisions, which are made by 
consensus. However, the power of non-national actors, such as the trans-national corpo-
rations (TNCs) lobbying power is constantly criticized.88  
The most important decisions of the WTO are made during the Ministerial Conference, 
which usually gathers every two years. The next meeting will take place in Buenos Aires 
in December 2017, and the previous Ministerial Conferences happened in Nairobi in De-
cember 2015 and in Bali in December 2013.89 Important decisions are also made in the 
WTO´s Dispute Settlement Body (DSB), which has a sanction power over measures con-
sidered inconsistent with the rules of the multilateral trading system. DSB´s decisions are 
transformed into jurisprudence of the system and as a result, the regulation of interna-
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tional trade is based not only in the reading of existing agreements, but also in the inter-
pretation of the DSB´s decisions.90 Out of 164 members, two-thirds have participated in 
one way or another in WTO´s dispute settlement system. Total of 520 trade disputes had 
been submitted to the WTO by the end of the 2016.91 
 
The latest round of trade negotiations started in the WTO’s Fourth Ministerial Confer-
ence in Doha, Qatar in 2001. The negotiations of Doha Round have in the heart the needs 
of the developing countries and the adoption of the so called Doha Development Agenda. 
The idea is to remedy the developing countries, since the previous rounds have benefited 
mainly the rich industrial countries at the expense of the developing world. This unequal 
evolution happened because developing countries were given only recently the access to 
participate.92 
The major differences among developing countries and the developed world, led by 
the European Union (EU) and the United States are on issues, such as agriculture, indus-
trial tariffs and non-tariff barriers, services, and trade remedies. Developing countries 
ahead with emerging China, Brazil and India have demanded reduction of agriculture 
tariffs and subsidies among developed countries, as well as non-reciprocal market access 
for manufacturing sectors, and protection for their services industries. On the other hand 
developed countries want to achieve increased access to developing countries industrial 
and services sectors while trying to preserve protectionist measures for their agricultural 
sectors.93 
Despite the intense negotiations, the major trading countries have not been able to 
reach the agreement and the Doha Round is under a time-out. The one most controversial 
issue of the agenda, for both developing and developed countries, is agriculture. Devel-
oping countries are in the vast majority dependent on agriculture for their livelihood. The 
United States and EU on the other hand maintain agricultural subsidies, which are seen 
as effective trade barriers that work de facto against the developing countries. The prob-
lem in reaching the agreement in Doha Round, is that any item cannot be agreed sepa-
rately, but the indivisible package is under the “single undertaking”, meaning that “noth-
ing is agreed until everything is agreed”.94 
With the Doha Round being stagnant, international trade rules have been dominated 
by regional, bilateral and non-reciprocal regulatory frameworks, through preferential 
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agreements, that includes countries from several regions or distant partners with intense 
commercial interests. In the center of these agreements, especially preferential trade 
agreements, have been investment protection and intellectual property rights, leading in-
dustrial countries to obtain immense payments from royalties and licenses from develop-
ing countries.95  
Economist Vera Thorstensen argues that, by accepting and even multiplying bilateral 
and regional trade agreements, the members of the WTO are bypassing the multilateral 
rules. Thorstensen argues that:”The problem is that these rules are including and dissem-
inating different kinds of discipline for trade. In these agreement, there are rules already 
included in the WTO (WTO intra), others that are deeper than the WTO rules (WTO plus) 
and some out of the WTO scope (WTO extra)”. She depicts that since the political dead-
lock of the Doha Round, the near future negotiations of preferential trade agreements 
either reinforces WTO´s rules and position, or the opposite, they weaken the whole mul-
tilateral regulation system and transform the WTO merely into a discussion group about 
international trade.96 
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Figure 3 Multisystem of the Global Trade Regulation 
 
Source: Thorstensen V., The Multisystem of global trade regulation: proposal for a new theoretical refer-
ence and a new analysis methodology, 2011 
 
Besides bilateral and regional trade agreements, the WTO takes part an increasingly 
complex network and structure of regulations. Thorstensen recognizes three main regu-
latory systems (see Figure 3), which define international trade, including issues directly 
linked to trade, issues related to trade and issues that affect trade: “i) the multilateral-
plurilateral system, created through international negotiations between members of in-
ternational organizations and/or international treaties negotiated by a significant num-
ber of countries; ii) the preferential systems (regional, bilateral, non-reciprocal), nego-
tiated by the parties of trading agreements in different levels of economic integration; 
and  iii) all national foreign trade systems, negotiated internally by the main international 
partners, and defined by its foreign trade policies”97. 
This regulatory framework is so complex because each system involves its own nego-
tiation, decision making, theme comprehensiveness, implementation process and struc-
ture of resolving conflicts. In addition, each system was created in a different period of 




time, reflecting different levels of influence and economic power of the numerous inter-
national actors. Furthermore the interaction between the economies of each country and 
current political situations have their influences.98 
Economist Ivan Oliveira discusses in his article The Rules of power and the power of 
rules: the institutionalization of the multilateral trade regime and its impications of for 
trade negotiation strategies about the power of nations inside of the multilateral trade 
regime. He argues that under the rule of GATT, coalitions of developing countries were 
discouraged and seen as a threat to the multilateral trade regime and only the Uruguay 
Round acted as a turning point in the participation of developing economies in multilat-
eral trade negotiations. Despite that the creation of coalition was not new to trade negoti-
ations, only after the creation of the WTO, and particularly after the launch of the Doha 
Round in 2001, the principle of consensus gave an increased bargain power and defensive 
leverage to the coalitions of developing countries.99 
Oliveira points out that Brazil, China and India has worked as the leaders of the devel-
oping countries coalition. For example China has still a very small participation in the 
WTO compared to its increased weight in international trade. This is due to the adaptation 
of its rules and policies to the multilateral agreements, as determined in its WTO acces-
sion protocol. Though the effects of China´s integration to the international trade in sec-
tors such as manufactured products, textiles and shoes explain the increase of trade dis-
putes at the WTO. Oliveira argues that:”However, one must remember that developed 
countries, especially the United States and the European Union, continue to have in the 
multilateral trade regime an important locus of their trade negotiating strategies, being 
the main players at the DSB [Dispute Settlement Body] and at the negotiations for the 
creation of new trade rules in the Doha Round.”100 
In this complex multisystem of the global trade, the UNDP´s Human Development 
Report 2016 recognizes that for developing countries one of the most important world-
wide public assets would be a fair and well-functioning WTO and successfully negotiated 
multilateral trade agreement, at this time, meaning the adoption of the Doha Development 
Agenda. The report argues that the Doha Round aims to add development principles to 
trade rules, “by introducing implementation issues to ease the ability of developing coun-
tries to perform World Trade Organization obligations, by addressing imbalances in ag-
ricultural subsidy regimes and by strengthening and operationalizing Special and Differ-
ential Treatment (see Sustainable Development Goal target 17.10)”.101 
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In the Doha Declaration ministers clearly recognize sustainable development as an 
objective of the WTO and refer to practical measures like the need for cooperation with 
both the international environmental and social development actors and institutions. The 
Doha Declaration clearly recognizes social development and environmental protection as 
parts of the mandate of mainly economic organization.102 
The Doha Ministerial Declaration paragraph 6 states: “We strongly reaffirm our com-
mitment to the objective of sustainable development, as stated in the Preamble to the 
Marrakesh Agreement. We are convinced that the aims of upholding and safeguarding 
an open and non-discriminatory multilateral trading system, and acting for the protection 
of the environment and the promotion of sustainable development can and must be mutu-
ally supportive. We take note of the efforts by members to conduct national environmental 
assessments of trade policies on a voluntary basis. We recognize that under WTO rules 
no country should be prevented from taking measures for the protection of human, animal 
or plant life or health, or of the environment at the levels it considers appropriate, subject 
to the requirement that they are not applied in a manner which would constitute a means 
of arbitrary or unjustifiable discrimination between countries where the same conditions 
prevail, or a disguised restriction on international trade, and are otherwise in accordance 
with the provisions of the WTO Agreements.”103 
Although, the WTO recognizes sustainable development as a central objective, it re-
mains in practice only a broad principle, rather than a binding legal rule. The term sus-
tainable development104 was included in the Marrakech Agreement, which founded the 
WTO, as well as in for example the Doha Development Agenda. However, as a trade 
organization WTO´s line has not been to set out positive policies to achieve sustainable 
development, but instead, trying to identify areas of overlap between trade and sustainable 
development. It is widely argued that WTO is a trade organization and thus sustainable 
development is outside of its mandate.105 
The WTO interpretation on subject has emphasized that the goals of sustainable de-
velopment and trade liberalization are mutually supportive. Its fundamental assumption 
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is that trade liberalization leads to greater prosperity, which in turn creates the resources 
for better environmental management and social policies. This assumption is criticized 
by many environmental and social welfare advocates from its lack of mutual supportive-
ness between trade liberalization and sustainable development.106 
Emily Lydgate suggests in her article Sustainable development in the WTO: from mu-
tual supportiveness to balancing that it would be desirable that the WTO would support 
its member countries in setting policies that aim to achieve sustainable development, ra-
ther than hindering them. She argues that:”Yet, given the breadth and vagueness of the 
term’s definition, if accepted carte blanche, sustainable development provides tremen-
dous discretion for national governments to set trade-restrictive regulations based on 
broad or vague justifications.”107 
Lydgate continues that if sustainable development would be included as one of the 
general exceptions in the WTO agreement, its relevance would be more clearly defined 
and it could be cited by a country to justify domestic regulations that otherwise violate 
the WTO law. She argues however, that the situation is unlikely to change due to the 
widespread resistance among developing countries, who fear that developed countries 
would set national regulations based on the concept of sustainable development, which 
would act as hidden barriers to trade. Developing countries are also concerned that they 
would be forced to make sacrifices to solve problems they did not create if sustainable 
development’s emphasis on intergenerational equity would be used to deemphasize con-
temporary problems of inequality.108 
The reason why developing countries have not stand up in the decision making of the 
WTO before, is that they were given only recently the access to participate. Today about 
two thirds of the WTO’s 164 members are developing countries, and developing countries 
play an increasingly important and active role in the WTO. The situation was not always 
like this, but changed during the Uruguay Round of multilateral trade negotiations (1986-
94) which was the first of its kind in terms of developing country participation. Uruguay 
Round can be seen as an important milestone in over fifty years of GATT and WTO 
history, because only then developing countries became full-fledged members of the or-
ganization. Due to the fact that developing countries are fairly new in the WTO decision 
making process, they have only recently started to use their power in modifying the world 
trade regulation and this has brought big changes entailed.109  
Since the WTO is a unanimous body, all member countries must agree on the final 
decision. If developing countries do not agree on the course of the negotiation, they have 
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the power to halt the agreement. Former WTO Director-General Mike Moore has de-
scribed this challenge, by saying that the WTO is like a car with one accelerator and 145 
hand-brakes. This is one of the main reasons why the WTO multilateral trade agreements 
move on so slowly, take so many years to conclude or stay without the final agreement 
(such as in the case of Doha Round negotiations, which was launched in 2001).110 
The negotiations would not be halted if all the member countries would have same 
goals. Fortunately, the WTO has managed nevertheless recognize the importance of trade 
in helping to achieve sustainable development and sustainable development goals. WTO 
Director-General Roberto Azevêdo said on April 2014 at the UN Conference on Trade 
and Development’s Second Geneva Dialogue that under implementation trade appears in 
two ways: “First, concerning trade as a means of financing sustainable development, 
capacity building and transfer of environmentally sound technologies. And second, con-
cerning further progress on what is described as “the development-supportive trade re-
forms within an open, rules-based multilateral trading system”.”111 
Azevêdo ensured in his speech in UN in 2015 that “I am pleased to join you today, 
and to pledge that the WTO will play its full role in delivering the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals.” Further on his speech he explained how WTO has been playing a role in 
several SDGs: 
• “Goal 2 looks at reforming agricultural markets to end hunger – which is a key 
element of our agenda at the WTO. 
• Goal 3 reaffirms the flexibilities offered by the WTO's rules on intellectual prop-
erty to protect public health. 
• Goal 8 calls for the increased support for the poorest countries to participate in 
global trade, particularly through the WTO's Aid for Trade initiative.112 
• Goal 14 calls for action on fisheries subsidies to tackle over-capacity and over-
fishing, which again is an important element of our work. 
• And Goal 17 calls for the conclusion of negotiations on the WTO's Doha Devel-
opment Agenda.”113 
There are direct references to WTO activities in many of the SDGs but specifically the 
last goal SDG 17 has a high relevance in multilateral trading system and to the WTO. The  
Goal 17 seeks to “strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global part-
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nership for sustainable development” and applied Target 17.10 aims to “Promote a uni-
versal, rules-based, open, non-discriminatory and equitable multilateral trading system 
under the World Trade Organization, including through the conclusion of negotiations 
under its Doha Development Agenda.” 
WTO has not published specifically about its ideas and positions on sustainable devel-
opment, apart from the speeches of Azevêdo and a web page material “The WTO and the 
Sustainable Development Goals” on official WTO homepage. However, the subjects of 
the SDGs are so universal that WTO has touched the subjects on different separate reports 
and publications.114 
For example, about the most important Goal 1 on poverty, WTO has published a report 
with World Bank Group.  Joint World Bank Group and World Trade Organization report 
The Role of Trade in Ending Poverty points out that trade is a key enabler of developing 
country growth, but the efforts to lower trade barriers will need to be guided with an 
aspiration to maximize gains for the poor.115 In a joint foreword to the publication, WTO 
Director-General Roberto Azevêdo and World Bank Group President Jim Yong Kim said 
to be united in a common purpose to ensure that trade helps all, especially the poorest, in 
a strive to reach the goal of ending poverty by 2030.116 
Related to the Goal 2 on hunger, food security and sustainable agriculture, the WTO 
Ministerial Conference held in Nairobi in 2015 made a decision to eliminate agricultural 
export subsidies and measures with equivalent effect. This decision on export competition 
delivers a key contribution to meeting the SDG 2 entitled as Zero Hunger. The decision 
is to benefit of farmers and exporters in developing and least-developed countries. The 
Director-General cheered the decision as the most significant reform of global rules on 
agriculture trade for 20 years.117 
On the other hand, WTO had already made a decision under Hong Kong Ministerial 
Declaration of 2005 on “elimination of all forms of export subsidies and disciplines on 
all export measures with equivalent effect to be completed by the end of 2013.” Paragraph 
6 of Nairobi Ministerial Decision on Export Competition require that “Developed Mem-
bers shall immediately eliminate their remaining scheduled export subsidy entitlements 
as of the date of adoption of this Decision”, but reserves in a footnote for processed prod-
ucts, dairy products, and swine meat that “scheduled export subsidies shall be eliminated 
by the end of 2020”. Compared to the Hong Kong Declaration, the same commitment got 
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a seven-year extension, to be adopted by 2020, with regard to many products.118 It is 
controversial whether the cheered decision made in Nairobi benefits the developed or 
developing countries.119 
Under the Goal 3, on ensuring healthy lives and promoting wellbeing for all at all ages, 
has a Target 3.b, that aims to provide  “access to affordable essential medicines and vac-
cines, in accordance with the Doha Declaration on the TRIPS Agreement120 and Public 
Health, which affirms the right of developing countries to use to the full the provisions in 
the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights regarding flexi-
bilities to protect public health, and, in particular, provide access to medicines for all.” 
In the Doha Declaration on the Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights 
(TRIPS) Agreement and Public Health, WTO agreed already in 2011, in paragraph 4 that: 
“TRIPS Agreement does not and should not prevent members from taking measures to 
protect public health”, and in the same paragraph it assured “to promote access to medi-
cines for all”. Target 3.b was not only already agreed on, but referring only to “essential 
medicines” is a limitation that represent a regression on something already agreed on.121 
 Since the TRIPS agreement is enforced by the WTO, the Target 3.b should be aligned 
with Target 17.10 on promoting “universal, rules-based, open, non-discriminatory and 
equitable trading system under the World Trade Organization”. It can be concluded from 
these linkages, that the WTO and trade agreements have a direct impact on public health 
issues, which are central to achieving sustainable development.122 
Besides the most important Goals on poverty, hunger and health treated above, the 
WTO has a significant role on other Goals, such as SDG 8 on economic growth, employ-
ment and work. Related to SDG 8, the WTO points out, that would be useful to increase 
Aid for Trade support for developing countries, in particular the least-developed coun-
tries. The Aid for Trade initiative, which is led by the WTO, encourages developing coun-
try governments and stakeholders to recognize the role that trade can play in development. 
The Aid for Trade is about helping the developing countries to build the trade capacity 
and infrastructure they need in order to benefit from trade opening. The main role of the 
WTO in this is to encourage additional flows of Aid for Trade from bilateral, regional 
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and multilateral donors to support requests for trade-related capacity building from ben-
eficiary countries.123 
It can be concluded that the WTO has a major role in international trade system and 
its law binding regulation and decision making is of primary importance in order to reach 
development and more specifically the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs. The WTO has an 
important role to finance the sustainable development, and the power to impact on the 
economic development besides its direct impacts on hunger through agriculture policies 
and public health through intellectual property rights inter alia. 
It is important to remember that the WTO as an organization presents itself as a neutral 
actor when legitimatizing its political decisions. However, the WTO functions a political 
arena of negotiations, and this political arena is dominated with certain groups of power-
ful countries and international corporations, causing that the rules and regulations of the 
WTO can be seen as hampering for the developing countries and the 2030 Agenda. 
Also the future of the WTO is not clear, as its institutional situation is very unstable. 
The new administration of USA under the President Donald Trump has suggested that it 
might start to ignore the WTO ruling or even withdraw from it altogether if the WTO 
does not work for its interest. These are serious claims undermining the importance of the 
WTO. The new administration of the USA has also started to paralyze the dispute settle-
ment of the WTO by blocking the filling of vacancies in the appellate body. This has 
slowed the phase in which the WTO can process trade cases, and the situation is getting 
worse as more judges have their terms expiring.124   
 
In this section the main interest has been the World Trade Organization and its position 
on sustainable development. The importance of the WTO on trade issues is so big, that it 
could not be left out from the examination. There are, however, other important organi-
zations too, which have their contributions on this subject. While the WTO policies are 
accused of being on the side of the developed rich countries, United Nations Conference 
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) on the other hand, was initiated by the developing 
world, on behalf of the developing world.  
UNCTAD´s focus is on trade issues especially from the perspective of the developing 
countries. Examining the WTO and international trade system and regulation in general, 
works as a basis for next chapters about UNCTAD and its visions about international 
trade and sustainable development. UNCTAD has a vision of prosperity for all, and its 
main idea is to influence the political arena of negotiations happening in the WTO, and 
not only criticizing but also proposing alternative visions in order to change the current 
unsustainable international economic order. 
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The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) is the principal 
organ of the United Nations General Assembly dealing with trade and development is-
sues.  It is a permanent intergovernmental body that was established by the United Na-
tions General Assembly in 1964125 after growing concerns about the place of developing 
countries in international trade, and to address the North-South divide. Since its creation 
UNCTAD has been one of the most controversial branches of the UN system. It is head-
quartered in Geneva, Switzerland, and has offices in New York and Addis Ababa. 
UNCTAD is part of the UN Secretariat, and reports to the UN General Assembly and the 
Economic and Social Council, even though it still has its own membership, leadership, 
and budget. UNCTAD is also part of the United Nations Development Group.126   
UNCTAD supports developing countries to access the benefits of globalization and 
expansion of trade. Its goal is to have a fair and effective economic integration and pros-
perity for all people and countries. UNCTAD provides developing countries with analysis 
and technical assistance so that they can use trade, investment, finance and technology as 
ways to achieve inclusive and sustainable development. UNCTAD measures the progress 
of the Sustainable Development Goals set out in the 2030 Agenda together with other UN 
departments and agencies. UNCTAD also contributes to the monitoring and the review 
of the implementation of the outcome of the Third International Conference on Financing 
for Development, the Addis Ababa Action Agenda. 127  
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The key functions of UNCTAD are: 
1. ”forum for intergovernmental deliberations, supported by discussions with ex-
perts and exchanges of experience, aimed at consensus building; 
2. undertaking research, policy analysis and data collection; and 
3. providing technical assistance tailored to the specific requirements of devel-
oping countries, with special attention to the needs of the least developed coun-
tries (LDCs) and of economies in transition”.128 
Since the creation of the UNCTAD the General Assembly of the United Nations and 
international community recognized international trade as a means for achieving social 
and economic development. The creation of UNCTAD was motivated by certain basic 
considerations: “Economic and social progress throughout the world depends in large 
measure on a steady expansion in international trade. The extensive development of eq-
uitable and mutually advantageous international trade creates a good basis for the es-
tablishment of neighbourly relations between States, helps to strengthen peace and an 
atmosphere of mutual confidence and understanding among nations, and promotes 
higher living standards and more rapid economic progress in all countries of the 
world.”129 
A person worth mentioning, that was central to the creation of UNCTAD, was Argen-
tinian economist Raul Prebisch, who wrote as Secretary General of United Nations Eco-
nomic Commission for Latin America (ECLAC) about the deteriorating terms of trade 
between non-industrialized and industrialized countries. Prebisch´s ideas were essential 
to create the impulse to establish the UNCTAD, and as a continuum Prebisch became the 
first Secretary General of UNCTAD in 1964.130  
Prebisch argued that trade openness had led to the weakening of the terms of trade for 
primary producers, while the benefits were distributed asymmetrically between countries. 
(As an example can be mentioned the agriculture subsidies of EU and USA that hurt 
farmers in developing countries.) Prebisch further emphasized the importance of indus-
trialization and import substitution, as well as support for government intervention and 
industrial protection in order to build up the domestic industrial base. Prebisch´s devel-
opmental thinking and critical attitude left his legacy to UNCTAD´s work and recogni-
tion.131 
The first session of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD I) was organized in Geneva, Switzerland in 1964. UNCTAD Conference is 
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the highest decision-making body of UNCTAD and it gathers every four years bringing 
together heads of state, ministers and other important actors from business world, civil 
society and academia, to establish UNCTAD´s mandate for the next years.132 
 Economist Ricupero points out that when UNCTAD was created between 1964 and 
1969 the world was still living ”the glorious thirties” from the end of the Second World 
War to the oil shocks of the 1970s and the final years of the best phase of fast growth in 
economic history. UNCTAD was created in the atmosphere of capitalist expansion, bliss-
fully unaware of the near futures unemployment, emergence of oil and energy and cur-
rency flotation, not to mention the political evolutions. Ricupero argues that evolution of 
the international system have changed the conditions and prospects of the international 
cooperation needed for UNCTAD´s recommendations to succeed. 133 
The latest fourteenth session of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Devel-
opment (UNCTAD 14) was in Nairobi, Kenya in 2016. For each conference the secretary-
general of UNCTAD prepares a report that works as a guideline for the conference. The 
most recent report for UNCTAD 14 in Nairobi is called From Decisions to Action: mov-
ing towards an inclusive and equitable global economic environment for trade and de-
velopment giving the action lines of UNCTAD for post-2015 era. This report will be ex-
amined in detail in section 2.1 of this research.134  
Normally UNCTAD does not get a lot of attention and interest in the global North, 
because the global trade issues are covered by the WTO, and UNCTAD deals with issues 
and perspectives that are more dominantly related to developing countries and South. 
However, with the recent crises brought by globalization and the lack of global govern-
ance, UNCTAD has gained more interest and importance as an alternative to the dominant 
neoliberal views. In the end, WTO has the power to make the rules, and UNCTAD tries 
to influence the rule making process.  
UNCTAD argues that: “Concerning the WTO, there is a clear division of labour 
whereby the WTO concentrates on rulemaking and rule-enforcing in the area of trade, 
while UNCTAD deals with trade-related development issues (e.g. pre-negotiation con-
sensus-building, trade capacity-building, trade infrastructure and trade facilitation, in-
cluding e-commerce). Furthermore, UNCTAD's mandate goes well beyond trade issues, 
e.g. in the areas of debt management, investment/productive capacity-building, competi-
tion policy and technology.”135 
Compared with WTO, the imbalance of political power and influence among different 
countries as a result of the use of the informal processes seem to be less evident in 
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UNCTAD. UNCTAD has had also historically greater internal transparency with respect 
to its intergovernmental processes and much more informed and systematic developing 
country participation in its governance processes due to the long-standing use of the group 
system as a means for intergovernmental interaction within UNCTAD.136  
UNCTAD´s Group System is a central feature of UNCTAD's decision-making pro-
cess. Initially UNCTAD member States were divided into four groups that constituted 
according to geographical and socio-economic criteria’s for the election of representa-
tives to the Trade and Development Board (TDB). Group B presented developed coun-
tries while Groups A and C both presented developing countries. Group D was also on 
the side of developing world but ceased to function after the collapse of the socialist 
countries.137 
 At the UNCTAD I, 77 developing countries (Groups A and C) came together and 
presented their common interests under the banner of the Group of 77 (G-77) as an effec-
tive political group. Since then, the G-77 forms a biggest coalition of developing countries 
within the UN structure and brings together a diverse membership.  The G-77 members 
have forged a common position and mutually agreed proposals in order to apply concerted 
leverage with bargaining power in its negotiations with Group B members. The unity of 
the G-77 members has preserved group solidarity by upholding a common position, while 
taking care of the diverse interests of all the members. The G-77 and UNCTAD both have 
as their main intention to balance the existing asymmetries in political and economic 
power.138 
 
The next section 2.1 gives an overview of UNCTAD´s work on the development of 
international trade policies. It also seeks to explain UNCTAD´s position and its role in 
the international trade system and how it is affected by GATT / WTO since its creation 
until today. The section is based on UNCTAD´s report Beyond Conventional Wisdom in 
Development Policy (2004), and several UNCTAD`s Trade and Development Reports, 
with a focus on Trade and Development Report, 1981–2011: Three Decades of Thinking 
Development (2012). 
The second section 2.2 of this chapter focuses on globalization and financialization of 
the world. It is based on a report of the Secretary-General of UNCTAD to UNCTAD XIII 
held in Doha, Qatar in 2012. The report is called Development-led globalization: Towards 
sustainable and inclusive development paths and it criticizes the current finance-driven 
globalization and welcomes the alternative and inclusive development-led globaliza-
tion.139 
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2.1 UNCTAD´S Role in Development of International Trade Policies 
Developing countries considered GATT as something which was drawn up without 
their effective participation and thus not reflecting their interests. The dissatisfaction with 
GATT system was the main reason that led to the establishment of UNCTAD in 1964. 
Since the establishment of UNCTAD until 1979 it was viewed by many as an alternative 
to the GATT system, as a new institution capable to address developing country needs 
and concerns, with a manner GATT was not able. The work of UNCTAD, bringing up 
the shortcomings of the developing countries, was closely based on the development con-
cepts and principles brought up by the Secretary-General Raúl Prebisch.140 
Report of the Secretary-General to the first conference UNCTAD 1, also called as 
Prebisch Report, had as a main development goal to attain a minimum of 5% annual 
growth rate in the income of the developing countries by 1970. The proposal was based 
on an idea that the developing countries export growth was not enough to meet their im-
port needs, building up the external financial liabilities. The report also called for devel-
oping countries to end with the so called “inward-looking industrialization” criticizing 
the inefficient forms of import substitution and excessive protectionism. It pointed out 
that it is necessary to limit the national development based on exports of primary com-
modities, which tend to grow slowly, and instead promote exports of manufactures, which 
tend to accelerate.141 
 
UNCTAD and WTO have a very different kind of approach to how international trade 
should work for the economic development. UNCTAD´s goal has been since the begin-
ning of its existence to construct an international trading system that is in line with the 
needs and aspirations of developing countries. On the other hand WTO as the main insti-
tution regulating the international trading system has a very different kind of view. As 
mentioned in the section 1.3 of this research, WTO was created mainly by developed 
countries with the intention to promote international trade and trade openness.142 
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The main mission of the WTO in the preface of the agreement of GATT, predecessor 
to the WTO, was the elimination of discriminatory treatment in international commerce, 
and the main principle of the trading system of the WTO is the Most-favored-nation 
(MFN) treatment, meaning that countries cannot normally discriminate between their 
trading partners. If they grant someone a special favor, such as a lower customs duty rate, 
they are obliged to give the same treatment for all the other WTO member countries 
too.143 UNCTAD´s primary goal, on the other hand, was in its establishment to modify 
the Most-favored-nation clause in favor of developing countries. UNCTAD based this on 
assumption that treating unequal’s equally would only lead in aggravating the inequalities 
and that the principle of non-reciprocity would be a base for developing countries prefer-
ential treatment.144 
Hence, the first significant accomplishment in the area of international trade of 
UNCTAD was the approval of the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) in 1968. 
Under the GSP, developed countries offer non-reciprocal preferential treatment, for ex-
ample zero or low import duties, to products originating in developing countries. How-
ever, as WTO puts it, there is a limitation: “preference-giving countries unilaterally de-
termine which countries and which products are included in their schemes.”145 
UNCTAD´s conference resolution in New Delhi in 1968 states that “the objectives of 
the generalized, non-reciprocal, non-discriminatory system of preferences in favor of the 
developing countries, including special measures in favor of the least advanced among 
the developing countries, should be: 
i. to increase their export earnings; 
ii. to promote their industrialization; and 
iii. to accelerate their rates of economic growth.”146 
Besides the tariff preferences in favor of developing countries on the Generalized Sys-
tem of Preferences (GSP), UNCTAD managed to negotiate a 10 year exception from the 
Most-favoured-nation treatment under the GATT, giving the GSP a 10-year temporary 
legal status. Despite that the GSP failed to give its full effect and was subject to exemp-
tions and restrictive qualifications, it gave developing countries approximately $80 billion 
preferences annually by the mid-1990s.147 
In spite of the actions of UNCTAD, along with the 1970s, the market forces increased 
rather than reduced the existing inequalities between developed and developing countries. 
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UNCTAD called for structural adjustments in developed countries, with the intention of 
making space for increased exports from developing countries, while avoiding emerging 
protectionist tendencies in developed countries economies.148  
UNCTAD´s initial approach to development was based on the view of world divided 
to center, with rich, technologically advanced industrial countries and periphery, with 
poor, technologically backward developing countries. However, in the early 1980s raised 
the need for new development paradigm, influenced by the changes in development think-
ing as much as real changes in the world economy.  
Brazilian economists Ricardo Bielschowsky and Antonio Carlos Macedo e Silva sum-
marizes UNCTAD´s history and the related evolution in the world´s economic, political 
and ideological history into three large phases: “In the first phase, from 1964 to the late 
1970s, UNCTAD’s intellectual production echoed the South’s “development initiative” 
in the international multilateral scenario, corresponding to a mature period of the post-
war developmentalist and Keynesian era. The second phase, in the 1980s, reflects a tran-
sitional period of crisis in UNCTAD’s centre-periphery dialogue. The third (from 1990 
onwards) reflects UNCTAD’s critical stand towards neoliberalism and globalization.”149 
 
The crises during the second phase in the 1980s, as already mentioned before, brought 
up the need for new development paradigm, due to many major international changes. 
First major change was the increased instability in the world economy and economic re-
cession in developed countries after events such as oil shocks in the 1970s, the debt crises 
in 1982 and the breakdown of the Bretton Woods system in 1971. The Bretton Woods 
system (1944-1971) was an international monetary management system with pur-pose to 
keep the world economy, in particular the exchange rates, stable through its international 
economic institutions. The three institutional pillars idealized in Bretton Woods are In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the World 
Bank. The second change was the abandonment of full employment as the basic objective 
of economic policies, and inflation control with restrictive monetary policies and low 
commodity prices emerging as the new basic objective. The third major change was the 
discovery of term “globalization”, referring to the new emerging form of global interde-
pendence identified through internationalization of output and trade with raising MNCs, 
emergence of a new international division of labour and increasing role of private finan-
cial institutions.150 
                                                          
148 Ibid. 
149 Bielschowsky R. and Macedo e Silva A. C., The UNCTAD System of Political Economy, In: Reinert E. 
S. et. al,  Handbook of Alternative Theories of Economic Development, Chapt: 16, 2016 
150 Gore C., Global Interdependence and National Development Strategies, In UNCTAD, Beyond Conven-
tional Wisdom in Development Policy, 2004, p.44-45 
59 
The disparities in industrialization process among developing countries and the new 
international division of labour was due to the developed countries showing market pref-
erence for a limited number of developing countries in deciding on their foreign direct 
investment and their subcontracting of labour intensive processes. This led to a situation 
that only a minority of developing countries enjoyed prosperous export-led growth. Other 
reason for disparities was that only countries with big national economies and domestic 
markets managed to achieve economies of scale, which oblige the industries to be big 
enough, in order to have a big scale production and as a consequence be profitable.151  
UNCTAD describes the 1980s as the time of the erosion of the multilateral trading 
system. The situation was reflected with decline in conventional barriers to trade but sim-
ultaneously growing major reliance upon mechanisms of flexible protection and safe-
guard measures152 to restrict imports. Growing discrimination mostly targeted towards 
the developing countries was performed in practice using the so called grey-area 
measures153, [such as bilateral voluntary export restraint arrangements (VERs), orderly 
marketing agreements (OMAs), and similar measures] to limit imports of certain prod-
ucts, besides more commonly known measures, such as anti-dumping duties154 i.e. selling 
at unfairly low price and agricultural protectionism.155 
 It came obvious that the preferential and differential treatment created in favor of de-
veloping countries was nullified and turned against them to effectively discriminate de-
veloping countries. The protectionist actions against developing countries led UNCTAD 
to change dramatically its position as a bystander. Since then UNCTAD has urged that 
developing countries should not only focus on preferential treatments but instead take an 
active role in participating GATT and the new multilateral trade negotiations.156  
UNCTAD provided major inputs to the Uruguay Round trade negotiations, and when 
it became evident in the beginning of the 1990s that these negotiations were likely to 
result in the establishment of the WTO as a new institution replacing the GATT, 
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UNCTAD´s work became even more important. The importance of greater coherence in 
global economic policy-making was stressed, and the UN and the UNCTAD together 
emphasized the importance to avoid the occurrence of inequalities of institutional struc-
tures in the area of multilateral trade.157 
 It was clear from the beginning that the new institution would be placed completely 
outside the UN system. However, the establishment of the WTO in 1995 brought up the 
possibility that UNCTADs existence was not relevant anymore. Fortunately, the UN Gen-
eral Assembly recognized that there was a considerable space for complementarity be-
tween UNCTAD and the WTO. One of the main focuses of UNCTAD was, and still is, 
on assisting developing countries in their efforts to negotiate and participate effectively 
within the WTO.158 
While the Agreement Establishing the WTO specifies that international trade should 
benefit the economic development of developing and least-developed countries, those 
countries face problems even in the process of accession to the WTO. Many LDCs and 
even some developing countries lack institutional and human capacities to negotiate ef-
fectively as an equal member of the WTO. More importantly these countries have real 
problems to live up to the WTO rules and obligations the membership brings with. 
UNCTAD does continuous work in order to facilitate the accession of the LDCs to the 
WTO, and then helps them to participate and even influence in the decision making. 
UNCTAD help developing countries also to cooperate and together foster mutual trade.  
 At the time of the GATT negotiations, developing countries launched an initiative to 
establish a framework for the exchange of trade preferences among themselves with a 
view to promote mutual trade. The Global System of Trade Preferences among Develop-
ing Countries (GSTP) had the objective to help integrate all developing countries in world 
economy in a beneficial manner for their development process.  The initiative relied on 
UNCTAD’s substantive and technical assistance, and marked the beginning of a new era 
of long-lasting political and economic significance and a milestone in the South-South 
cooperation.159  
After UNCTAD managed to pass the phase of institutional survival in the course of 
the establishment of the new WTO, it set a new initiative of  “Positive Agenda” in the 
beginning of the 2000s, with the idea that developing countries need to refrain from being 
defensive and reactive, and rather be active initiative participants of multilateral trade 
negotiations. The Positive Agenda focused on the interests of developing countries and 
                                                          
157 Ibid. 
158 Ibid. 
159 Ibid., p.12. “South-South cooperation” is a broad framework of collaboration among countries of the 
[global] South in the political, economic, social, cultural, environmental and technical domains. Involving 
two or more developing countries, it can take place on a bilateral, regional, intraregional or interregional 
basis. Developing countries share knowledge, skills, expertise and resources to meet their development 
goals through concerted efforts. (UNOSSC, About South-South and Triangular Cooperation) 
 
61 
set realistic objectives while pursuing these objectives by proposing technically sound 
concrete proposals in coalition with like-minded countries.160   
The two main issues identified by UNCTAD, which both became also the converging 
rallying point for developing countries in the WTO Doha Work Programme, were the so 
called built-in agenda in agriculture and trade in services, and the implementation issues.  
Developing countries wanted to ensure that the negotiations based on ”built-in agenda”, 
which is a provision in some of the WTO Agreements defining the respective scope and 
starting times for further negotiations, would focus on their particular interest. Within the 
category of implementation issues, developing countries demanded a more binding com-
mitment for largely unenforceable “best endeavours” type of obligations and more en-
forceability to implement Special and Differential Treatment (S&D) for developing coun-
tries. The main concern of the implementation issues was to achieve better market access 
rather than increased policy space.161 
The UNCTAD´s Positive Agenda also deal with relatively new issue on the field of 
international trade; trade in services and its impact on development process. Due to the 
shift from manufacturing to service based economies, UNCTAD found out that services 
played a lot more important role in the development process than could have been con-
cluded based on their direct contribution to GDP. Services could affect the over-all de-
velopment performance considerably, due to the vast inter-linkages with other activities. 
Developing countries can benefit from liberalization of trade in services, but any liberal-
ization needs to be implemented with caution. In the best scenario developing countries 
can benefit from better access to producer services, more open markets to their service 
exports and improved service infrastructures.162   
Besides the emerging issues, such as trade in services, UNCTAD has needed to face 
several new problems and situations that have been entailed with globalization. In recent 
years, UNCTAD has started to concentrate on new and emerging trade issues focusing 
around the question of, whether and how international trade system could adapt to the 
forces of globalization. The next section 2.2 defines globalization and examines the pos-
sibilities and threats it has brought along. The main source of the next section is 
UNCTAD´s report called Development-led globalization: Towards sustainable and in-
clusive development paths. The report reviews globalizations influence on international 
trade and development from the UNCTAD´s perspective. It criticizes the current finance-
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driven globalization and presents an alternative idea of inclusive development-led glob-
alization. 
2.2 UNCTAD´s Alternative Vision on Globalization 
Globalization means the ongoing integration of social, political and economic interactions 
at the transnational level, regardless of physical proximity or distance.163 UNDP`s Human 
Development Report affirms that in a globalized world: “Economic, ecological and tech-
nological systems extend across national borders. Decisions in one nation or region can 
affect individuals on the opposite side of the world. Trade policies in Europe can affect 
agricultural livelihoods in Latin America. Carbon emissions in Asia can generate climate 
vulnerabilities in Africa. Financial policies in the United States can shift global capital 
flows.”164  
Economists Grane and Matten argue that globalization has integrated people, markets 
and work, and also brought two very important changes in the last few decades. The first 
change is technological, such as modern information and communication technology 
(ICT) from telephone to internet, and global transportation technologies, most im-
portantly airplanes. The second change is political, meaning primarily opening and liber-
alization of national boarders, and in some cases, such as European Union, even abolish-
ment of boarders.165 However, it is important to bear in mind that the integration has not 
been same and symmetrical for all and above all it can be criticized whether these changes 
are brought by globalization or are they conditions that allow globalization to happen. 
There can be pointed several drivers of globalization that can be divided in five differ-
ent groups: 
1. technological drivers 
2. political drivers 
3. market drivers 
4. cost drivers, and 
5. competitive drivers.166 
Technological innovations and advancements set the foundation for modern globali-
zation. Innovations in transportation technology, telecommunications, and finally, inter-
net are undeniably the most important technological drivers for globalization. Political 
drivers such as market deregulation and opening, liberalized trade rules, privatization and 
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the establishment of institutes such as the WTO and GATT all have their part in the glob-
alization. Market drivers come up with the need to expand and internationalize from do-
mestic markets to new global markets and opportunities. Cost drivers to globalization are 
the opportunities to reduce cost with efficient global sourcing and to achieve economies 
of scale with increased output. Competitive drivers signify the global increased inter-firm 
competition that forces organizations to internationalize.167 
Globalization has created tremendous possibilities but also difficult challenges. Risks 
of all kinds have increased. Cyber-attacks, such as the alleged Russian manipulation of 
the 2016 USA presidential election and June 2017 global major corporate cyber-attacks, 
are the newest weapons for fighting wars and means to attain power. Global risks, such 
as cyber espionage and information-warfare, need global solutions and global risk man-
agement. This requires global co-operation. Events which have local roots can quickly 
spread in apparently disconnected and distant places. Financial crises and even ideologies 
of terror are big global problems that used to be lot easier to manage locally.168 
For international trade, globalization has played a crucial role too. Multinational cor-
porations (MNCs) as well as Transnational corporations (TNCs) are at the center of the 
public criticism on globalization for issues such as exploiting workers in undeveloped 
countries and destroying environment. MNCs and TNCs are gaining all the time more 
economic power and they are accused of using their power in developing countries by 
putting these countries against each other’s in order to get the most favorable conditions 
in terms of taxation, environmental regulation and workers’ rights.169 
“Neoliberal globalization”, or “globalization from above”, is about corporate capital-
ism and the capitalist state. Globalization from above is driven by the capitalist ideology. 
It exploits and oppresses the poor while generates more power and wealth to the rich. It 
can be seen as a triumph of capitalism and market economy. To oppose this idea of bad 
globalization there can be distinguished a so called good “globalization from below”, that 
academic Douglas Kellner defies as “the ways in which marginalized individuals and 
social movements resist globalization and/or use its institutions and instruments to fur-
ther democratization and social justice.”170 
Globalization can at some level increase the supremacy of big governments and cor-
porations, but it can also give power to individuals and groups that were previously left 
out and overshadowed. Some claim that globalization has made it possible to reach and 
expand the current civilization, in areas such as education, health care and technological 
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advancements. On the other hand, by using the mechanisms of globalization it has been 
possible to promote the hierarchical global structures of privatization, capitalism, indi-
vidualistic prosperity, free markets and weak state, and concepts such as Washington 
Consensus171 that promises free trade of goods and services (WTO), free movement of 
capital (IMF), free movement of people/ immigration and reduced size of the govern-
ment.172 
Development economist Ha-Joon Chang argues that the free movement of people, 
goods and money was the first episode of globalization. However, Chang claims that free 
movement was developed under British hegemony between 1870 and 1913 as part of 
Britain’s military might, rather than market forces, and was practiced during this period 
mostly by weaker countries that had been forced into it, rather than voluntarily adopted, 
under colonial rule or unequal treaties. Chang identifies Britain as the main architect of 
globalization and the supposed home of free trade, which like other rich countries main-
tained high tariffs, while imposing free trade on weaker nations through colonialism and 
unequal treaties.173 
Chang argues that there is nothing inevitable about globalization. He claims that it is 
more driven by politics, meaning human will and decision, than technology. To justify 
his claims, he argues that if technology would determine the extent of globalization, the 
world would not have been more globalized in the 1870s, when the world relied on steam-
ships and wired telegraphy, than in the 1970s, when we had modern transport and com-
munication technologies. Chang affirms that technology only defines the outer bounda-
ries of globalization while the national policies together with international agreements 
have the power to shape the globalization. He believes that: “There is an alternative, or 
rather there are many alternatives, to the neo-liberal globalization that is happening to-
day.”174 
On the other hand, United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN 
DESA) sees globalization as an unstoppable trend for the economic development world-
wide, and claims that globalization reflects closely to the ongoing integration and expan-
sion of mutual market frontiers. UN DESA argues that: “Economic globalization refers 
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to the increasing interdependence of world economies as a result of the growing scale of 
cross-border trade of commodities and services, flow of international capital and wide 
and rapid spread of technologies.”175 
Based on the WTO data, the value of global trade in merchandise and services was 
almost twice as high in 2015 than in 2005, and developing economies had a 42% share in 
world merchandise trade in 2015.176 For example in China and India globalization and 
opening up of the economy has helped in addressing the development challenges, reduce 
poverty, improve public health and extend access to basic social services. However, glob-
alization has not delivered the expected shared prosperity everywhere without leaving 
people behind. UNDP Human Development Report claims that, many people have suf-
fered during the process of globalization. Manufacturing jobs have disappeared, unskilled 
workers have lost their jobs, inequality between unskilled and highly skilled labor has 
widened and political and institutional instability has left people frustrated.177 
Despite the fact that economic growth has managed to lift many low-economy coun-
tries out of poverty, only few of those countries have been able to close the per capita 
income gap with the advanced economies. Many middle-income countries are in a so 
called middle-income trap struggling to transform their economic structures and to 
achieve the capabilities required to compete with advanced economies in high-productiv-
ity activities. Economist Kanchoochat defines that middle-income trap as a “situation in 
which countries have failed to grow further into a high-income level despite attaining 
middle-income status for certain periods”.178 
 East Asia is best example of a catch-up economies that have managed to escape the 
middle-income trap and implement strategic policy interventions towards more high 
value added activities and as a consequence productivity convergence. Kanchoochat has 
classified the policy solutions recommended for middle-income trap into three groups: 
getting education and institutions right, changing export composition through compara-
tive advantage, and industrial upgrading through State intervention.179 
UN DESA argues that, globalization progress should not only bring big benefits for 
the world economy, but also make these benefits available to every country and interest 
group. It justifies that, the benefits of globalization should not be enjoyed exclusively 
only by few. In other words, globalization should be inclusive without creating classes of 
winners and losers.180  
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Inclusive globalization is also the main concern of UNCTAD. It discusses on its report 
Development-led globalization: Towards sustainable and inclusive development paths, 
how globalization has caused the recent financial and economic crises and how the glob-
alization model should be more development-led and inclusive. UNCTAD uses terms of 
finance-driven globalization (FDG) to describe the dominant pattern of international eco-
nomic relations during the past three decades and development-led globalization (DLG) 
to characterize the priorities, principles and policies that need to be pursued to recover 
from the recent global crises in finance, food and fuel and to result in inclusive and sus-
tainable future.181 
UNCTAD´s new Trade and Development Report 2017 (TDR 2017) defines the last 
three decades as an era of hyperglobalization characterized with a world of mobile finance 
and liberalized economic policies. The report argues that as a part of the hyperglobaliza-
tion since the early 1980s, the world economy has shifted to follow an extensive deregu-
lation of markets, particularly financial and currency markets, both in rich and poor coun-
tries, giving a rise to a steady suppression of the public sphere. Important part of finance-
driven globalization, hyperglobalization and financialization is that finance has the power 
not only to bend to the real economy its speculative aspirations, but also to become in-
creasingly absorbed in interacting with itself. This is the main reason the world ended 
facing the global financial crisis nearly a decade ago.182  
The TDR 2017 recognizes that the two main dominant socioeconomic trends since the 
beginning of the hyperglobalization have been the massive explosion in public and private 
debt as well as the rise of super-elites, also refer to as the top one per cent. The report 
argues that: “These trends are associated with the financialization of the economy and 
the widening ownership gap of financial assets, particularly short-term financial instru-
ments. As such, inequality is hard-wired into the workings of hyperglobalization.”183  
Besides finance, non-financial corporations aggravate further inequality using rent-
seeking strategies by getting their profits and income solely from the control and owner-
ship of assets of their dominant market position, instead of having innovative entrepre-
neurial activities or productive deployment of scarce resources. One of the rent-seeking 
mechanisms that most harm the sustainable development and developing countries is the 
systematic use of intellectual property rights (IPRs) to impede rivals.184 
The TDR 2017 identifies that since the global financial crises United States economy 
has no longer been able to function as the principal driver of global demand and provide 
a net demand stimulus to the world economy. The report questions where will global 
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demand come from since the Chines surplus has been declining since the 2010 and Ger-
many, which has taken over and is now running the largest surpluses, has not had the 
similar positive impacts in most developing countries as China did. The report argues 
that: “Finding quick and effective ways to recycle and reduce those surpluses is a singu-
larly critical challenge for the international economic community, a challenge that will 
prove difficult to tackle as long as austerity remains the dominant macroeconomic mood 
in a hyperglobalized world.”185 
 
The idea of financial self-regulation, opening up of the capital account and rapidly 
rising international capital flows have been part of globalization since the collapse of the 
Bretton Woods system. UNCTAD argues that:”Financial markets and institutions have 
become the masters rather than the servants of the real economy, distorting trade and 
investment, heightening levels of inequality, and posing a systemic threat to economic 
stability.”186 
UNCTAD´s report Development-led globalization: Towards sustainable and inclusive 
development paths claims that, during the finance-driven globalization, and resulting fi-
nancial crises, markets were left to regulate themselves. This is both costly and ineffec-
tual. The private pursuit for short-term gains resulted in insufficient productive invest-
ment to achieve technological progress. The focus and channeling of innovation was in-
stead on financial engineering, such as on constantly growing derivatives markets, which 
leads to the wealth concentration only on few. Growing influence of financial markets 
and institutions in the organization of economic activity is called financialization. 
UNCTAD claims that this structural shift to financialization and financial markets bend-
ing public policies can be said to act like a quiet coup.187 
Economist Dani Rodrik assert that, financial globalization´s importance and urgency 
was not only hard to understand before the financial crises but it was also understood 
wrong. He claims that the idea and promise of financial globalization was that developing 
countries would benefit the most, since they suffer from lack of cash, are subject to many 
shocks and are less able to diversify. Financialization was seen as a solution to the devel-
oping nation’s problems. However, the reality was very far from the idealized vision. 
Rodrik claims that the countries that relied on international finance tended to do poorly.188 
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Graph 5 Financial Globalization and Trade Openness in Developing and Developed 
Countries, 1970-2007 
 
Source: UNCTAD, Development-led globalization: Towards sustainable and inclusive development paths, 
p.17 
 
The value of global financial assets was almost three-and-a-half times global GDP in 
2006. The increasing significance of finance in global economy can be realized when 
comparing the evolution of average trade openness with average financial globalization 
(see Graph 5). UNCTAD argues in its report Development-led globalization that: “In 
1970, the average trade openness (exports plus imports divided by GDP) of the developed 
economies was around 0.5, and by 2007 it had increased, by 60 per cent, to 0.8. During 
the same period, these countries’ average financial globalization (total foreign assets 
plus total foreign liabilities divided by GDP) rose by 800 per cent, from 0.5 to 4.8.” This 
means that trade openness and financial globalization both grew but financial globaliza-
tion surpassed trade openness clearly.189 
Besides the problematic financial system, UNCTAD brings up a list of novel problems 
for future globalization, such as the rapid urbanization, premature deindustrialization and 
a degraded public sector. This all can lead into political unrest, as witnessed recently in 
North Africa. Rising speculations about ”planet of slums” and extinction of middle-class 
are also alarming.190 
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The environmental challenges, that cannot be forgotten, include the destructive com-
bining consequence of urbanization and climate change. Global warming has been widely 
acknowledged as the unwelcome result of successful development of today´s advanced 
economies. Solving the challenges require a global policy response, political will and 
appropriate partnerships together with economic incentives to determine a new economic 
trajectory without compromising the existing development goals. Financing and technol-
ogy transfer from richer countries in order to rebalance the environmental challenges have 
been noticeable by their absence. UNCTAD argues that it would be economically unre-
alistic and morally unacceptable to demand the developing countries to compromise their 
economic growth paths in order to protect much higher living standards elsewhere.191  
UNCTAD call for states to take more responsibility in situations of crises and espe-
cially in relation to finance-driven globalization. When things fall apart the state is the 
only institution capable of mobilizing the resources needed to face large and methodical 
threats. Responsibility and opportunity cannot be left for private profit-seeking parties. 
On the other hand, in the interdependent world countries should also manage to improve 
policy coordination and have wider global governance. No country can solve globally 
born crises locally without global cooperation and partnership.192 
Despite that developing countries have benefited from globalization together with the 
rest of the world, it has brought a lot of challenges and reduced their national policy space 
through variety of channels. Capital account liberalization has made independent mone-
tary policies impossible due to the exchange-rate regimes. International commitments to 
low inflation targets and tight public sector spending restrict the potential of national 
macroeconomic policies to achieve wider developmental goals. The increased elasticity 
of the supply of capital reduces the ability of developing countries to set their own na-
tional preferred tax schedule, provokes a shift towards labor taxation and encourages a 
race to the bottom, in which several developing countries try to attract FDI by lowering 
their taxation, but eventually end up in hurtful tax war against each other’s combined with 
lower tax revenues and no change in their capital stock.193 
In addition, during the recessions the real value of the currency in developing countries 
tends to decline because they are unable to borrow abroad in domestic currency. This 
causes the rising cost of maintaining foreign debt exactly when the capacity to pay is 
decreased. Lastly, the finance-driven globalization has caused greatly weakened policy 
space of developing countries to oppose the ever growing lobbying power of advanced 
countries such as the United States and its financial industry. The requirements of signing 
free trade agreements with the United States are an example of the abuse of power.194 
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The coalition of developing countries, the powerful BRICS countries and developing 
countries recent access in the WTO decision making process has made it possible to block 
the rich countries to dictate entirely the course of international trade. Annoyed for the 
obstruction, rich countries are now going after smaller regional and bilateral free trade 
agreements. These regional and bilateral free trade agreements are leading to the failure 
of developing countries to develop successfully by prohibiting the use of measures, such 
as trade protection, tax incentives and public support for research and development, to 
build up domestic industries.195 
In addition, after the signing of free trade contracts, developed countries use sophisti-
cated “behind-the border” tricks, such as product quality controls and rules of origin, that 
work as non-tariff measures (NTMs) to continue blocking imports from developing coun-
tries. NTMs are policy measures other than ordinary customs tariffs that can have an eco-
nomic effect on international trade in goods, changing the prices and quantities traded, 
becoming many times unintentionally discriminatory against smaller exporters and 
poorer countries. In practice, only one side benefits from the liberalization and free trade 
contracts. While the developed rich countries manage to invade developing countries 
markets, developing countries exports are blocked, and they do not have the capacity to 
do the same blocking treatment to imports from rich countries.196 
The UN criticizes in its report Back to Our Common Future that: “Many have ques-
tioned the legitimacy of trade institutions to become the de facto source of rules in these 
[intellectual property, technical barriers to trade, trade in services] areas, where regula-
tory structures are sometimes weak or fragmented. In particular, environmental, food 
safety, and health issues have been focal points for criticism as governments increasingly 
ask the WTO to adjudicate in areas where the original architects of the GATT system had 
purposely carved out space for domestic intervention and policy development. A dilemma 
is thereby created.”197 
For example in the Africa, the loss of policy space impedes the countries legal rights 
to adopt industrial policies in the future and the region’s efforts to industrialize and build 
its own manufacturing base. African countries economies are being overly dependent on 
exporting raw commodities, and the situation threatens the regional economic integration 
and causes rising inequality. Only in recent years African countries are mobilizing against 
free trade deals and focusing instead on regional integration. In 2015 African countries 
started to negotiate to create African Continental Free Trade Area Agreement (CFTA) to 
                                                          
195 Foreign Policy, Africa’s Free Trade Hangover, Rick Rowden, 7.8.2014 
BRICS is a grouping acronym that refers to the five major emerging national economies of Brazil, Russia, 
India, China and South Africa, which are all large leading developing or newly industrialized countries, 
with significant influence on regional affairs 
196 Ibid. 




boost intra-African trade, and eventually to put the continent in a position to trade more, 
and in a more beneficial manner, with the rest of the world.198 
Luiz Gonzaga Belluzo claims that the Chinese experience of combining maximum 
competition (more precisely using the market as a tool for development) and maximum 
control, make a clear statement that emerging countries should not copy the policies dic-
tated by developed countries, but have their own policy autonomy.199  
Luckily, with the rising of countries such as China and India, the global economic and 
political power relations are changing. UNCTAD sees the emerging South as a key to a 
more balanced global economy. However, the power shift needs to be done with caution 
due to large differences between developing countries and among individual countries. 
Emerging markets remain still very dependent on the leading economies and possible 
changes in their policies and economic conditions.200  
When he was the Secretary-General of UNCTAD, the Brazilian diplomat Rubens 
Ricupero stated that: “the problem was not that there is too much growth in China, but 
that there is too little in other developed countries, in the LDCs, in Africa, Latin America, 
Europe and Japan.-- The solution, of course, lies not in reducing China’s growth but in 
accelerating growth in the rest of the world. This goal will require, sooner or later, a 
correction of present disequilibria.”201 
As a solution, UNCTAD argues that after three decades of finance-driven globaliza-
tion and financial and economic crises it is time to shift to development-led globalization 
and rebalance economies in a timely, sustainable and just manners. The “business as 
usual” is the wrong response both for short-term macroeconomic and for long-term struc-
tural, social and environmental reasons. Policymakers cannot return to adopting austerity 
measures, which would reproduce instead of address the imbalances that were born dur-
ing the economic boom. UNCTAD claims that: “If “business as usual” persists, growth 
will remain patchy, investment will remain subdued, unemployment will remain high, and 
inequality will increase further, as states seek to balance budgets through additional cuts 
in investment, salaries and social security transfers.”202 
In order to achieve development-led globalization and rebalancing of economy, the 
world will need a New Global Deal, a new order of world economy, that can inclusively 
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lift all developing and developed countries. This rebalancing needs to be done remember-
ing the novel problems mentioned, such as urbanization, climate change and worlds 
changing power relations.  However, the right place to start is reforming the financial 
system. As UNCTAD puts it:”Finance needs to get back to the business of providing 
security for people’s savings and mobilizing resources for productive investment.” Stable 
financial and monetary adjustments are prerequisite for making investments and trade 
work for inclusive growth and development.203 
To achieve development-led globalization the policymakers in both international and 
national levels need to find the right mixture of regulatory measures, redistribution and 
resuscitation. UNCTAD has pointed out in its report Development-led globalization: To-
wards sustainable and inclusive development paths following topics in order to achieve 
a new and inclusive development consensus: 
i. Development is about ends, not means  
ii. Growth is an important means to achieving these ends 
iii. Technological progress is key to sustained growth 
iv. Sustainable growth has a social dimension  
v. Developmental states are central to balanced growth and development  
vi. A balanced global economy requires strong national economies 
vii. Strong national economies require robust international cooperation 
viii. Global markets need global rules 
ix. The future matters.204 
With these topics UNCTAD wants to point out that people have universally similar 
needs and that developing countries should be offered the same possibilities as developed 
countries have today and had in the past. In order to achieve inclusive development, tech-
nological innovations and exchange of knowledge are key to build virtuous circles that 
can benefit everybody. In this interdependent world is needed depoliticized, cohesive and 
resourced multilateral governance in order that global public goods and globally operat-
ing firms can be defined globally managed rules. The last topic (ix.) stresses that actions 
need to be taken and long-term plan is needed in order to avoid jeopardizing the well-
being of future generations, this is exactly for what the 2030 Agenda also aims for.205 
 
UNCTAD was created to address inequality and asymmetries between developed and 
developing countries in the global economy. It´s mandate is to break the monopoly of 
developed rich countries and point out the ignored and marginalized needs of developing 
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countries. At times there has been need to go against the conventional wisdom that has 
undermined the effective governance of an interdependent global economy. UNCTAD 
has always paid attention to international collective action that is determined by multilat-
eral agreements and international development cooperation, bearing in mind that the na-
tional level implementation must respect the specific characters of local conditions.206  
UNCTAD works as a counter force for the idea that globalization is autonomous and 
irreversible process fueled by the markets and machines impersonal forces. In order to 
have a sustainable and stable future, globalization needs to allow and result in closing the 
economic gaps persisting within and across countries. UNCTAD argues that it is not ac-
ceptable that: “After thirty years of pushing globalization led-development, and despite a 
series of increasingly devastating shocks and crises, conventional thinking remains re-
luctant to break with business as usual”.207  
UNCTAD´s president calls for countries to move beyond a “globalization of exclu-
sion”, which have left behind the poorest, not only in developing countries but also in 
developed world. Due to the 2008 financial crises and its following difficulties, 2017 will 
likely be the sixth consecutive year the trade growth is below 6 %. Similar situation have 
been faced only once in the 70-year history of global trading system. This is something 
that is worthy of attention, since it is difficult to imagine a durable and sustainable eco-
nomic recovery without growth in international trade. In turn, with the right policy mix 
that encourages inclusive growth, international trade could lead to economic recovery.208 
Despite that it would be wrong to assume that there is one right policy mix that is right 
for all, United Nations has tried to find a global action plan of selected policies when 
creating the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and universal Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals. The 2030 Agenda and the SDGs work as a guideline of what actions needs 
to be done universally, and act as the main precept also in the field of international trade. 
UNCTAD has acknowledged that: “The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development rec-
ognizes international trade as an engine for inclusive economic growth and poverty re-
duction, and an important means to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).” 
The function of UNCTAD is to prepare analysis dealing with complex interlinkages be-
tween trade, trade regulation and sustainable development that can be used in achieving 
the 2030 Agenda and SDGs.209 
Since the SDGs are universal and apply to all countries, the world is now in front of 
an important task to start to implement the 2030 Agenda. When it comes to international 
trade and development, UNCTAD has made a report From Decisions to Actions that is 
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the base of the next chapter 3 of this research giving the action lines of UNCTAD pos-
2015. Other UNCTAD´s report that is essential when discussing about trade policymak-
ing and the sustainable development is Trading into Sustainable Development (2016) 
with main focus on the reports first chapter, which provides an overview to what extend 
sustainable development concerns are already integrated in existing trade policies and 















UNCTAD and the 2030 Agenda 
 
 
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development defines international trade as “an engine 
for inclusive economic growth and poverty reduction, [which] contributes to the promo-
tion of sustainable development”. UN member states are committed through the 2030 
Agenda to continue to help in maximizing the contribution of international trade to the 
favorable outcome of the sustainable development agenda. However, the 2030 Agenda 
has been criticized for its limited focus on trade issues, and putting this limited focus on 
the WTO multilateral agreements, which have a questionable effect on sustainable devel-
opment. It is questioned whether the 2030 Agenda favors the interest of developing coun-
tries, as it obviously should, or corporations and corporate-driven developed countries.210 
In spite of the limited focus on trade, the 2030 Agenda and SDGs are relevant to the 
global rule setting on trade.  Compared to legally binding trade agreements it is important 
to stress out that the 2030 Agenda does not have any legal status or force of law. However, 
SDGs are being used by developed countries as an instrument to push for legally binding 
clauses in trade agreements. All this strengthens the need to have an international organ-
ization that works as an opposing force on behalf of the developing countries.211    
United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) recognizes itself 
as a major institutional stakeholder in the process to support the efforts of all countries, 
but particularly those in the developing world, to pursue the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
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Development. UNCTAD has a major role in ensuring that the asymmetries in the inter-
national economic architecture in distribution of economic resources and power reduce 
and eventually disappear altogether.212 
UNCTAD conducts analysis to better understand complex interlinkages between 
trade, trade policy and sustainable development in its all the three; social, environmental 
and economic, dimensions. UNCTAD aims to help developing countries administrations 
with various activities to make the best use of trade in their efforts to achieve sustainable 
development. The Report of the Secretary-General of UNCTAD to UNCTAD XIV: From 
Decisions to Actions (2015) points out the emerging challenges to achieve a better planet 
for all and the world we want to build by 2030. The report From Decisions to Actions is 
the base of the next section 3.1 of this research giving the UNCTAD´s Post-2015 Action 
Lines and four specific action lines with related policy areas. The report pays attention to 
the challenging task of implementation and successful actions needed over the next 15 
years. The report calls for mobilizing “all available financial, human and entrepreneurial 
resources to foster inclusive growth and eradicate poverty while decarbonizing the global 
economy.” It affirms that: “We need to finish the task we started at the dawn of the mil-
lennium.”213 
The second section 3.2 of this chapter focuses on the role of international trade in the 
implementation of the SDGs, and explains, how each SDG is connected to trade. 
UNCTAD has positioned itself in its report Trading into Sustainable Development: 
Trade, Market Access, and the Sustainable Development Goals in relation to SDGs 2, 3, 
8, 10, 14, 15 and 17, and in its Policy Briefing, Non-tariff measures and sustainable de-
velopment goals: Direct and indirect linkages, UNCTAD focuses on SDGs 1, 2, 5, 7, 8, 
9, 10 and 17. These and the rest of the SDGs will be examined using various materials, 
such as UN Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform and UNCTAD´s report From 
Decisions to Actions (2015). 
 The last section 3.3 of this chapter is also based on UNCTAD´s report Trading into 
Sustainable Development as well as on the UNCTAD´s new Trade and Development Re-
port 2017. The section 3.3 has the purpose to explain the role of WTO and UNCTAD 
inside of the international trading system and how they relate to development. In the end, 
the section describes shortly UNCTAD´s ideas of future challenges and its proposition of 
creating the Global New Deal. 
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3.1 UNCTAD´s Post-2015 Action Lines 
The highest decision-making body of UNCTAD is the ministerial conference that gathers 
every four years to establish UNCTAD´s mandate for the next years. The latest 14th Ses-
sion in Nairobi, Kenya in 2016 was the first UNCTAD conference since the adoption of 
the 2030 Agenda and SDGs. The Report of the Secretary-General of UNCTAD to 
UNCTAD XIV called From Decision to Action works as a guideline for the conference 
and UNCTAD´s work, as well as determines the action lines of UNCTAD for the post-
2015 era. 
The main purpose of the UNCTAD XIV is to follow the landmark adoptions of the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the Addis Ababa Action Agenda and the 
Paris Agreement on climate change, and based on these, to consider trade and develop-
ment challenges and agree on collective solutions. The report From Decisions to Actions 
draws concrete action lines to moving towards an inclusive and equitable global economic 
environment for trade and development. The report underscores four action lines and cor-
responding broad policy areas needed to fulfil the ambitions of the 2030 Sustainable De-
velopment Agenda.  
The four actions lines are: (a) Building productive capacity to transform economies; 
(b) More effective States and more efficient markets; (c) Tackling vulnerabilities, build-
ing resilience; and (d) Strengthening multilateralism, finding common solutions. In order 
for these action lines to be transformative, they need to be pursued simultaneously, in a 
consistent manner, and most importantly, operate at all three levels; national, regional and 
international. Next we are going to explore these four UNCTAD´s action lines in little 
deeper.214 
  
(a) Building productive capacity to transform economies: 
(I) Mobilizing resources for productive capacity-building 
(ii) Exploiting the trade–investment nexus for diversification 
(iii) Leveraging technology for productive capacity 
(iv) Promoting private sector enterprise development. 
 
The first action line points out that in order to achieve sustainable development, it is 
necessary to build productive capacity and provide economic transformation. This means 
increasing productivity and diversifying economies by putting structural transformation, 
environmental sustainability and decent work at the core of actions.215 
 UNCTAD argues in its policy briefing on Boosting investment in productive capaci-
ties for trade: a call to action that investment in productive capacities for trade works as 
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a virtuous circle (see Graph 6). UNCTAD argues that targeted policy interventions on 
both the trade and investment sides could help to boost productive capacities, exports and 
eventually structural transformations of the world’s poorest economies.216  
One good example of this is the Enhanced Integrated Framework (EIF), a multi-agency 
and multi-donor programme for the coordinated delivery of trade related technical assis-
tance and institutional capacity-building for LDCs. UNCTAD together with WTO and 
four other core partner agencies supports LDCs, such as Benin, Djibouti, Ethiopia, Gam-
bia, Mali, Mozambique, Niger and Senegal, towards strengthening their national capaci-
ties in trade policymaking.217 
 
Graph 6 A Virtuous Circle of Trade and Investment Facilitation 
 
Source: UNCTAD, Boosting investment in productive capacities for trade: a call to action, Policy Brief, 
2015 
 
Resource mobilization refers to the necessity to have investments, in order to transform 
economies and build productive capacities. UNCTAD argues that: “Resource mobiliza-
tion to bridge an annual investment gap of at least US$2.5 trillion is a daunting challenge, 
but it is achievable. It will require public and private resources, as well as domestic and 
external resources.” Tax avoidance practices by MNCs and tax exemptions offered by 
developing countries to attract investments, significantly reduce government revenues. 
UNCTAD calls for urgent need to broaden tax bases, strengthen collection capacity, re-
duce tax avoidance and evasion, and impede capital flight and illicit financial flows. There 
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is also a need to increase the official development assistance (ODA) especially to LDCs, 
where ODA remains crucial source of investment.218 
As an example, UNCTAD supports developing countries in attracting FDI by conduct-
ing diagnostic studies of Investment Policy Reviews about the legal, regulatory and insti-
tutional framework for investment specific to each country. These Investment Policy Re-
views do not only aim at attracting more FDI for beneficiary countries but also at obtain-
ing increased benefits for them. Especially LDCs in Africa have benefited from increases 
in FDI inflows and displayed less volatile FDI inflows.219 
Since the production of goods involve an increasingly complex process of intermediate 
inputs and supporting activities that are sourced globally from wherever it is most effi-
cient to do so, the integration into regional and global value chains is vitally important 
for developing countries to deepen their trade. The benefits of regional and global value 
chains are not automatic, but require cutting trade and investment costs with upgrading 
transport infrastructure, logistics and cross-border trade facilities, and also improvements 
in the business environment. Implementation of trade facilitation measures and customs 
automation are central to this process. UNCTAD considers that: “Countries that produce 
more sophisticated products, or goods and services with higher value added content, tend 
to grow faster and benefit more from regional and global value chains. -- In commodity-
dependent countries in particular, export and investment diversification is also essential 
to reduce exposure to volatile international commodity markets.”220 
UNCTAD calls developing countries for technological upgrading, seeing it critical for 
enhancing productivity and development of productive capacities. Average developing 
country productivity is less than half of the EU average and 32 per cent of the North 
American average. Closing technological gaps, would be an essential way to reduce pros-
perity-poverty gap between nations as a result. UNCTAD argues that: “Spreading tech-
nological advancements more effectively is also key to achieving sustainability. -- FDI 
and trade can make an important contribution in disseminating knowledge and technol-
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ogies to domestic companies.” Domestic enterprises, however, need to improve their ca-
pacity to absorb and use those technologies, and developing countries in general need to 
invest more in research and development and start to actively foster ICT adoption.221 
As a concrete example, UNCTAD took part in initiating The Pan-African Cotton Road 
Map with to intention to revive the African cotton sector. The main strategic focuses are 
on raising productivity, improving marketing and trade and increasing value addition. 
Zambia is one of the countries most impacted by this initiative.222 
The last policy area under the action line for productive capacity-building calls for 
enterprise development and fostering entrepreneurship capabilities in developing coun-
tries. Enhancing the role of the private sector can promote structural transformation, en-
courage inclusive growth, create jobs and expand opportunities for all. UNCTAD chal-
lenges governments to create a more enabling policy framework focusing on four key 
areas of green, youth, women´s and social entrepreneurship.223 
 
(b) More effective States and more efficient markets: 
(v) Enhancing competition and consumer protection 
(vi) Scaling up infrastructure services 
(vii) Fostering an appropriate business environment 
(viii) Investing in skills and leadership development. 
 
The second action line emphasizes the need for effective State, which is the only in-
stitution capable to manage large-scale societal changes, such as those aimed in the SDGs, 
and to take actions to ensure that markets work more efficiently for their people. Devel-
opmental State is needed, in particular in developing countries, whose markets are still 
weak, to be able to direct resources from low to higher productivity sectors, to ensure 
targeted industrial policies and to incentive measures for strategic sectors. UNCTAD ar-
gues that: “Effective States are better able to mobilize domestic resources through taxa-
tion and revenue collection and better able to use available resources to provide needed 
public services.”224 
As an example of UNCTAD´s work, UNCTAD is helping developing countries by 
assisting in the finalization of national trade facilitation implementation plans in order to 
compliance with the disciplines of the WTO´s Agreement on Trade Facilitation signed in 
2013. The agreement aims to reducing trade transactions costs and red tape, speeding up 
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customs procedures and making trade easier and faster. Despite fairly resent start date, 
UNCTAD´s trade facilitation work has already assisted many developing countries in-
cluding Mauritius that is the first African country to have ratified the agreement.225 
Fair and stable competition is vital for a functioning and effective market that benefits 
consumers, provides increasing productivity and bring about innovations necessary for 
growth. Many vulnerable developing countries are exploited by local or foreign compa-
nies that abuse their market power, crowd out new businesses and overcharge consumers. 
UNCTAD claims that: “The need for national competition policy and consumer protec-
tion, as well as international cooperation in these areas, has increased with the expansion 
of global markets.” Also the rise of giant MNCs and ICT-revolution have added new 
challenges for fair competition and consumer protection. International cooperation and 
regional organizations among developing countries are especially important for stable 
competition.226 
Consequently UNCTAD draws attention to the importance of infrastructure claiming 
that: “Infrastructure services – encompassing financial services, transport and logistics, 
telecommunications, water and energy – are of critical importance to economic develop-
ment.” It can work as an accelerator for the entire economy and result in significant pos-
itive spillovers on productivity and functioning of other sectors too. Inadequate basic in-
frastructure often physically disconnects people in developing countries from market op-
portunities hindering production and raising trade costs. Lack of access to financial ser-
vices and financial illiteracy are real problems, especially in rural Africa, representing a 
major impediment to opportunities for income and economic welfare. For infrastructure 
services, the institutional and regulatory environment needs to be supportive for economic 
and social development. UNCTAD argues that: “Governments must develop a sound reg-
ulatory and institutional framework that envisages efficient markets and equitable and 
affordable access to infrastructure services.”227 
The third policy area under the action line for “more effective States and more efficient 
markets” deals with the topic of how private sectors actions shape the market and influ-
ence how well market functions. UNCTAD claims that regulations are necessary to re-
move unacceptable behaviors and set a floor for business practices that contribute towards 
sustainable development. Corporate reporting has an important role in fostering good cor-
porate governance. In order to promote responsible business practices and SDGs, there is 
a need for accountability for social and environmental impacts, meaning that corporate 
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reporting should include a non-financial information component. In order to achieve com-
parability and harmonization of corporate reporting, all reporting should be based on in-
ternational requirements and best practices.228     
For more transparent corporate reporting, UNCTAD has created an Accounting De-
velopment Tool, which enables countries to voluntarily assess their accounting infrastruc-
ture, including national institutions, regulations, human resources and processes, against 
international requirements for high-quality corporate reporting. For example Ukraine, 
that is in the process of harmonizing applicable regulations with the EU requirements, 
found the tool useful in facilitating the country’s reform process.229 
UNCTAD points out that since the SDGs involve important actions to be taken by 
Governments, there is a strong “need to improve technical and leadership skills in Gov-
ernment to enhance its effectiveness and capacity to deliver.” In order to achieve the 
SDGs, developing country governments need greater investment in the human capacity 
to ensure the right skill sets, technical expertise and updated knowledge. They require 
technical assistance and training, more exchange of experiences and building of data-
bases, software’s and statistical capacities. In addition, the SDGs presume an entirely new 
level of policy coherence within governments, both between and within ministries, in-
creasing the need of political leadership skills to a new level.230  
 
(c) Tackling vulnerabilities, building resilience: 
(ix) Overcoming financial and economic volatility 
(x) Addressing climate change and biodiversity loss 
 (xi) Diversification in the most vulnerable and weak economies 
(xii) Transforming rural economies to end poverty 
(xiii) Leaving no one behind, empowering women. 
 
The third action line of UNCTAD raises the global concern of vulnerability. In 
UNCTAD´s words: “Being vulnerable implies being less capable to deal with sudden 
changes, crises and shocks.” Often the most vulnerable are the poor, both in terms of 
people and nations. Poor tend to also carry the highest cost of crises and sometimes it is 
even to a question of life and death. In order to achieve more sustainably developed world, 
vulnerabilities must be addressed.231   
The first policy area concerning the challenges of financial and economic volatility 
aggravated by the current global economic crises, is already discussed profoundly in this 
research on section 2.2 about finance-driven globalization, which is based on UNCTAD´s 
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report Development-led globalization: Towards sustainable and inclusive development 
paths. UNCTAD´s report From Decision to Actions, that is more recent, argues that the 
“key driver of economic vulnerability in recent years has been unregulated global finan-
cialization and the large and predominantly short-term capital movements that this has 
given rise to. -- This volatility, short-termism and boom and bust cycles not only threaten 
to delay recovery, but can also make countries slide back in their economic development, 
especially if there are new crises.” As a solution the report suggests, that financialization 
needs to be better managed with strong domestic and international regulation. In addition, 
the link between fiscal and monetary policies and development goals needs to be 
strengthen.232  
 The next policy area, about climate change and reduced biodiversity, is in the general 
knowledge of international community and also one of the greatest shared challenges of 
our time. By creating the SDGs (see SDG 13 about Climate Action) the international 
community has started to realize that market-based solutions are not enough, and that 
there is a need for multilateral solutions build on the principle of common but differenti-
ated responsibilities. Even in the most favorable scenario, climate change will directly 
impact economic activities worldwide. For trade, climate change will hamper the 
transport and logistical problems, cause delays and disruptions to critical transport links 
and even increase the cost of transportation due to intent to reduce global carbon emis-
sions. As a solution the report suggest shifting from harmful economic activities impact-
ing biodiversity, to new sustainable activities and promoting sustainable trade in biodi-
versity products and services. A shift to new “green industries”, “green jobs” and “green 
goods”, such as organic foods, are also welcomed.233 
UNCTAD calls for action for diversification the vulnerable and weak economies. Vul-
nerability and structural weakness, suffered specially in LDCs, landlocked developing 
countries, small island developing States and post-conflict States, is both a cause and a 
consequence of these countries persistent economic underdevelopment. Vulnerable econ-
omies need to build economic resilience, which UNCTAD thinks that: “implies building 
productive capacity in a manner that diversifies the economy, thereby inducing more job 
creation, better income generation and improvements in sustainable livelihoods. Well-
diversified economies tend to withstand better external shocks and create more opportu-
nities for inclusive growth through decent work.” Key to diversification is economic spe-
cialization through creating a smart product mix that responds to evolving international 
demand.234 
The most vulnerable people live in rural areas. UNCTAD sees that: “With three quar-
ters of the world’s extreme poor in rural areas, rural development will be central to 
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achieving the sustainable development goals.” Structural transformations and poverty 
eradication in rural economies would also benefit cities by slowing the pace of rural-urban 
migration to sustainable levels. Agriculture is critical, especially for employment and 
food security. Boosting the productivity of small-scale agriculture plays a key role in 
growth, but large-scale investments in agriculture will also be essential. Besides agricul-
ture, would be essential to diversify rural employment into non-agricultural activities, 
improve rural transport and logistics networks and close the gender gap in education 235   
The last policy area points out that gender gap is a big problem, not only in education, 
but in other areas also. Women are paid on average 30 % less than men in some countries 
and in some, they are prevented from certain employment opportunities altogether. 
Worldwide, 53 % of all working women are in vulnerable jobs. Gender equality is an 
important part of economic inequality. Addressing gender restrictions and placing proac-
tive policies, in order to realize women´s potential more effectively, are critical to eco-
nomic transformation.236 
 
(d) Strengthening multilateralism, finding common solutions: 
(xiv) Supporting global economic governance and reform of the 
international financial system 
 (xv) Strengthening global partnerships for development cooperation 
and development finance 
(xvi) Making the multilateral trading system more effective in the 
coming decades 
(xvii) Enhancing policy coherence for investment with sustainability 
(xviii) Promoting a global enabling environment for technology. 
 
The fourth action line that UNCTAD focuses on its report From Decisions to Actions 
is the need for multilateral cooperation and global collective action to tackle the interna-
tional challenges, such as global environmental catastrophe, social deprivations, recent 
economic mismanagement and resulting great recession. While need for global collective 
action is at an all-time high, collective solutions are conspicuous by absence. The SDGs, 
and the universal ambitions they represent, can be a solution to act as an opportunity for 
the international community to strengthen multilateralism and find common solutions.237  
UNCTAD claims that, more inclusive and better coordinated global economic govern-
ance and cooperation, complementing States capabilities, could result in stronger and 
more stable global economy. The global response to the recent financial crises has fo-
cused on damage limitation without genuine financial system reform. UNCTAD argues 
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that: “Correcting current protracted global stagnation will require coordinated interna-
tional monetary, fiscal and structural policies.” The priority policy changes include 
boosting demand through expansionary fiscal policies, channeling credit expansions to 
real investments and short-term consumer needs, as well as continued vigilance to ensure 
debt sustainability.238 
Official development assistance (ODA) is crucial for aid-dependent countries, espe-
cially LDCs. Donors need to meet their commitments and continue to improve the quality 
and effectiveness of aid. In UNCTAD´s opinion: “The composition of aid flows can be 
more purposefully directed towards economic sectors that enable recipients to mobilize 
their own resources for development and create new productive capacities, without tak-
ing resources away from the social sectors.” In addition to this, developing countries 
should take more active role in development financing through various South-South 
mechanisms, such as new regional development banks.239 
The third policy area under the action line ”Strengthening multilateralism, finding 
common solutions” about multilateral trading system is widely debated in this research. 
It is an important subject for the theme of this research. The report From Decisions to 
Actions starts the discussion with stating that: “The world trading system has been an 
important driver for the integration of developing countries into the global economy, and 
it has provided a rules-based forum for resolution of trade disputes and for small econo-
mies to voice their concerns.” UNCTAD sees the multilateral trading system as a crucially 
needed global public good and its revitalization, first and foremost through taking the 
conclusive steps on the WTO Doha Development Agenda, is essential to the SDGs.240   
The report continues that: “Harnessing global trade for development today goes be-
yond traditional market access issues and, indeed, sometimes beyond the current negoti-
ating agenda of the WTO.” UNCTAD sees a great need to better promote transparency 
and regulatory convergence on non-tariff measures. This would help developing countries 
to better manage with the challenges that non-tariff measures cause to market access. 
Besides the multilateral trade agreements and the WTO, the proliferation of regional trade 
agreement (RTA) and their relationship and coherence with multilateral processes and 
agreements, worries UNCTAD: “The aim should be to promote open, rather than closed, 
regionalism to avoid a more fragmented and exclusive trading system. In parallel, we 
need to strengthen multilateralism itself, by making progress in WTO negotiations, as the 
most effective antidote to risks arising from inward-looking regional trade agree-
ments.”241 
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The fourth policy area focuses on trade and investment that walk hand in hand. Like 
well-functioning trade, also investment is critical in the work of implementing the SDGs. 
UNCTAD claims that: “International efforts can help mobilize funds, channeling invest-
ment in sustainable development goal sectors and ensuring sustainable development ben-
efits.” It is necessary to have a new framework to guide investment policymaking and 
international governance of investment. International investment policy coordination is 
needed in order to regularly review and monitor national investment policies and also to 
facilitate exchange of best practices. In addition, the international investment agreements 
need to be urgently reformed in order to contribute to inclusive and sustainable develop-
ment.242  
The last policy area calls for multilateral cooperation for technology facilitation. As 
the SDGs recognize, technologies are in fundamental importance to knowledge economy 
by raising the human capacities and improving the competitiveness and international 
trade participation of enterprises. Multilateral frameworks for collaboration help coun-
tries to access and better use the ICTs.243  
 
In this section has been discussed UNCTAD´s board action lines for the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development, and the next section 3.2 of this chapter focuses on the role 
of international trade in the implementation of the SDGs, explaining how each SDG is 
connected to trade. Some SDGs have a direct mentioning of trade and some SDGs have 
the link with trade discovered through different connections. The section is based on 
UNCTAD´s reports From Decisions to Actions, and Trading into Sustainable Develop-
ment: Trade, Market Access, and the Sustainable Development Goals, as well as Policy 
Briefing, Non-tariff measures and sustainable development goals: Direct and indirect 
linkages. The SDGs will be examined using various other materials also, such as UN 
Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform and the UN Addis Ababa Action Agenda. 
3.2 International Trade in the Implementation of the SDGs 
The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted by the UN mem-
ber countries in 2015 call for a new global action to build the world and future we want 
and to achieve inclusive and sustainable global development by 2030. The 2030 Agenda 
calls for dignity, prosperity and sustainable planet for all without leaving nobody behind. 
In this context international trade has its own role to play as a means of implementation 
                                                          
242 Ibid. p.39-40 
243 Ibid. p.40 
 
87 
of the SDGs.244 The means of implementation refer, in the UN´s words to: “the interde-
pendent mix of financial resources, technology development and transfer, capacity‐build-
ing, inclusive and equitable globalization and trade, regional integration, as well as the 
creation of a national enabling environment required to implement the new sustainable 
development agenda, particularly in developing countries.”245   
International trade can work as a means of implementation for the achievement of the 
SDGs in two ways, as a financial means and as a non-financial means. As a financial 
means international trade can be a significant source of finance in developing countries, 
for both the public sector and the private sector.246 Third path would be a public-private 
partnership (PPPs), that we do not examine at this point in more detail, but is addressed 
closely in the SDG 17 Target 17.17 to “Encourage and promote effective public, public-
private and civil society partnerships, building on the experience and resourcing strate-
gies of partnerships.” It is important to understand that private sector and PPPs can offer 
great possibilities but at the same time it inevitably brings along the private interests, 
which many times is not in line with development.247 
 Public sector can use trade policy to raise public revenue for example via tariff reve-
nues by imposing taxes on imported goods and services, via export taxes by imposing 
taxes on exported goods and services, or via claiming certain proceeds from commodity 
exports. The revenues raised by taxes on trade, constitute around 15 % of the total public 
revenue in developing countries and 22 % of revenue in low income countries. The trade-
related taxes can carry a significant weight in the public revenue of developing coun-
tries.248 
Some developing countries, especially the lowest income countries in Africa, are sig-
nificantly dependent on non-tax revenues and grants, such as foreign aid and resource 
rents, which tend to be more volatile than tax revenues. This high dependency on non-tax 
revenues makes developing countries finances less stable and predictable. It would be 
paramount to development for developing countries to be able to raise their trade-related 
tax revenues.249 
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In addition to the direct public sectors revenue-generating paths, participation in inter-
national trade can mobilize significant amount of the private sector investment in trade-
supportive economic activities. This in turn can generate indirect financing or positive 
externalities to economic and social development of a country, for example in the form 
of increased investment in productive capacity in trade-related goods and services. In 
many developing, and especially in low income countries, exports of goods and services 
account for 50 per cent or more of their GDP, being therefore in much larger and more 
important role than for example FDI and official development assistance.250 
Besides the financial means of international trade in implementation of the SDGs, the 
non-financial means also interact with various factors that influence the social and envi-
ronmental sustainability. Trade policymakers will need to pay greater attention to the im-
pact of trade upon development and examine whether the country trades in a manner that 
is consistent with the SDGs. Trade policies can impact upon, for example the SDG 2 on 
hunger by directly influencing the relative prices of food products through trade policies, 
which in UNCTAD´s words: “determine what food to produce, where to produce, to 
whom to sell and at what price”.251  
Next, this research will study further this SDG 2 and one by one all the other SDGs 
proceeding in numerical order from first SDG 1 up to the last SDG 17. All the SDGs have 
interlinks and are relevant when it comes to international trade. For example, UNCTAD 
positions itself in relation to SDGs 2, 3, 8, 10, 14, 15 and 17 in its report Trading into 
Sustainable Development: Trade, Market Access, and the Sustainable Development 
Goals published in 2016. In the report UNCTAD presents only the selected SDGs that 
have been included also in the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, which provides the founda-
tion for implementing the SDGs. By doing this, the sustainability concerns are integrated 
into the trade policies through SDG targets and goal-specific means of implementation.  
In addition to this, in UNCTAD´s Policy Briefing, Non-tariff measures and sustaina-
ble development goals: Direct and indirect linkages, that was published in 2015, 
UNCTAD points out interlingakes between trade and sustainable development goals fo-
cusing on SDGs 1, 2, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10 and 17 (see Table 1). In this publication UNCTAD 
points out the obvious linkages between trade and sustainable development goals. For 
example reminding that trade is an engine of economic growth and poverty reduction and 
so has a direct link to SDG 1 on poverty. However, it is important to remember that the 
world is very asymmetric and the impact of trade is not the same for all countires. The 
linkanges  seen on Table 1 should not be understood too straightforward that for example 
only with trade would be possible to end poverty everywhere.252 
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 Besides these SDGs shown in the Table 1, the publication reminds that there are also 
several direct and indirect linkages with other SDGs. For example when examined trade 
from the perspective of non-tariff measures, direct linkages can be made with SDGs 12 
on sustainable consumption and production pattern, and SDG 13 on action to combat 
climate change and its impact, which neither were directly discussed and linked with trade 
in previous contexts. As justified, it is well-grounded to discuss all SDGs and their spe-
cific links to international trade.253 
 
Table 1 Linkages Between Trade and Sustainable Development Goals 
 
Source: UNCTAD, Non-tariff measures and sustainable development goals: Direct and indirect linkages, 
2015 
 
Goal 1: No Poverty; to end poverty in all its forms everywhere. 
 
Poverty and inequality, both between and within nations, remain persistent challenges. 
An estimated 767 million people lived below the international poverty line of $1.90 a day 
in 2013, which is down from 1.7 billion people in 1999. The global poverty rate has de-
creased from 28 % in 1999 to 11 % in 2013. The most impressive progress has been made 
in Eastern and Southeastern Asia, while sub-Saharan Africa continue to struggle on idle 
with development on extreme poverty. However, it is not enough to reduce poverty in 
some extent, but it must be eradicated everywhere, both between and within nations.254 
UNCTAD considers that the expansion of international trade has been essential to de-
velopment and reducing poverty, but the relationship between economic growth, poverty 
reduction and trade is not simple. Many times the reason why inequalities persist or have 
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even widened further, is linked to the same forces that have helped raise our capacity to 
generate wealth, while the gains from globalization have been unevenly distributed. Alt-
hough economic growth has lifted many developing countries out of poverty, only a few 
of them has been able to close the per capita income gap with the developed economies. 
For example, many developing countries have difficulties in transforming their economic 
structures, and also many middle-income countries still lack the capabilities required to 
compete in high-productivity activities with developed economies.255 
WTO on the other hand considers, that international trade and foreign direct invest-
ment can contribute to poverty reduction by creating job opportunities, enhancing produc-
tivity, lowering domestic prices and transferring technology. The subject of international 
trade and poverty is discussed profoundly in a joint publication of the World Bank Group 
and the World Trade Organization called The Role of Trade in Ending Poverty (2015). 
The report suggests that “trade could make a greater contribution to ending poverty 
through increasing efforts to lower trade costs, improve the enabling environment, imple-
ment trade policy in conjunction with other areas of policy, better manage risks faced by 
the poor, and improve data used for policy-making.”256 
The key message of the WTO´s report The Role of Trade in Ending Poverty is the need 
to sustain efforts to keep global trade open and to do more to lower trade costs, by further 
integrating markets. WTO sees that strong economic growth in developing countries, 
which is critically enabled by trade, will be needed to end poverty, and most importantly, 
that lowering tariffs and non-tariff barriers between countries is essential.257 
Compared to UNCTAD´s view, this message is quite contradictory. UNCTAD writes 
in the Trade and Development Report 2017 that: “Today’s hyperglobalized world econ-
omy is delivering unfair and inequitable outcomes for far too many people in too many 
places”. While WTO focuses its action to lower the protection in developing countries, it 
enables developed countries to get all the benefits from trade. This way poverty and ine-
quality cannot be reduced but may even get worse. The TDR 2017 recognizes that much 
will have to change in order to get the inclusive economy to become a working reality for 
all.258 
  
Goal 2: Zero Hunger; to end hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and 
promote sustainable agriculture. 
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Efforts to combat hunger and malnutrition have advanced significantly, but the global 
food system still needs to be improved. The UN summarizes the situation that: “The pro-
portion of undernourished people worldwide declined from 15 per cent in 2000-2002 to 
11 per cent in 2014-2016. About 793 million people are undernourished globally, down 
from 930 million people during the same period.” However, about two billion people are 
micronutrient deficient, and over 600 million obese. On top of this, the global food system 
does not generate adequate livelihoods for millions of people who are employed in the 
food system, and the system is not even environmentally sustainable.259  
Ending hunger and malnutrition, will require continued and focused efforts, especially 
in Asia and Africa. Increased investments, including government spending and aid, are 
needed to enhance capacity for agricultural productivity. Ending hunger demands sus-
tainable food production systems and resilient agricultural practices. World Bank even 
claims in its report Ending Poverty and Hunger by 2030: An Agenda for the Global Food 
System (2015) that growth originating from agriculture has been two to four times more 
effective at reducing poverty than growth originating from other sectors, meaning that 
solving SDG 2 helps in the process of SDG 1 on poverty reduction and also other SDGs  
parallel.260 
The primary drivers for change, such as population growth, urbanization, changes in 
dietary habits and shifts is wealth, point out to progressively growing demand for food 
and agricultural products. Current trade policy frameworks do not address many of these 
emerging issues. 
In terms of trade and hunger, the target 2.b of SDG 2 directly mentions trade. Target 
2.b  seeks to: “Correct and prevent trade restrictions and distortions in world agricultural 
markets, including through the parallel elimination of all forms of agricultural export 
subsidies and all export measures with equivalent effect, in accordance with the mandate 
of the Doha Development Round”. 
Target 2.b calls for elimination of all forms of agriculture subsidies and implement the 
agreed measures negotiated on the Doha Development Agenda. The Addis Ababa Action 
Agenda (AAAA) for development has a target specific means of implementation in order 
to integrate sustainability concerns into trade policy. The AAAA requests in the para-
graph 83 that: “In accordance with one element of the mandate of the Doha Development 
Agenda, we call on WTO Members to correct and prevent trade restrictions and distor-
tions in world agricultural markets, including through the parallel elimination of all 
forms of agricultural export subsidies and disciplines on all export measures with equiv-
alent effect.”261 
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UNCTAD´s main focus on this Goal has been in influencing the Doha rounds agricul-
tural policies. Besides this UNCTAD has a project aiming to strengthen national govern-
ments capacities to design and implement complementary trade and agricultural policies. 
The objective of this project is to generate knowledge and improve the understanding of 
stakeholders on the social and environmental effects of trade-led structural transformation 
in agriculture, meaning in practice for example to enhance better integration of vulnerable 
groups dependent on agriculture into global value chains. UNCTAD also aims to increase 
national capacities of policy-makers and other stakeholders knowledge in trade policy 
planning and implementation.262 
The 2016 Global Food Policy Report, a flagship publication of the International Food 
Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) proposes key policy options to achieve the SDGs 
through a new global food system. The report identifies the seven main recommendation 
for this shift:   
1. Develop new indicators for sustainable food systems;  
2. Shift public support towards diversified agroecological production systems; 
3. Support short circuits and alternative retail infrastructures;  
4. Use public procurement to support local agroecological production;  
5. Strengthen movements that unify diverse constituencies around agroecology; 
6. Mainstream agroecology and holistic food systems approach into education 
and research agendas;  
7. Develop food planning processes and ‘food policies’ at all levels.263  
The E15Initiative of International Centre for Trade and Sustainable Development 
(ICTSD) and the World Economic Forum criticize the ongoing negotiations of the Doha 
Round at the WTO from their lack to recognize the new challenges the global food and 
agriculture trading system is facing in the 21st century. The E15Initiative gives in its re-
port Agriculture and Food Security: New Challenges and Options for International Pol-
icy trade policy options in two areas: adapting the WTO Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) 
and the Agreement on the Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) Measures; 
and more general WTO rules of particular importance for food and agriculture, especially 
with regards to environmental measures. The report also puts forward options targeted at 
international cooperation to improve food security and foster agricultural productivity.264   
The E15Initiative report demands that: “Progress is needed on all three pillars of the 
AoA (market access, domestic support and export competition). In addition, international 
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trade rules should be symmetric for importing and exporting countries: disciplines should 
apply to exporting countries that discriminate in favor of domestic users; greater trans-
parency regarding restrictions would benefit the smooth functioning of markets; a pro-
cedure should be established to identify whether an exporting country actually has reason 
to adopt a restriction in order “to prevent or relieve critical shortages of foodstuffs”; 
shipments destined to serve as food aid in an emergency should be excluded from re-
strictions; and export taxes should be bound in the same way as tariffs are.”265 
As tariffs applied in agricultural trade have declined over the years, non-tariff 
measures (NTMs) have gained in importance. When it comes to trade in agricultural and 
food products, SPS measures are the most prominent NTM. The use of SPS measures is 
regulated through the SPS Agreement. Instead of modifying the SPS Agreement, there is 
a need to work on implementation issues in order to have the agreement functioning bet-
ter.266 
 
Goal 3: Good Health and Well-being; Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for 
all at all ages 
 
The world has made impressive advancement on health and well-being, but concerns 
in various fronts remain. Related to trade, improvements need to be made in the accessi-
bility of effective and affordable quality medicines and vaccines on developing countries. 
Target 3.b mentions the necessary changes to be made in the field of international trade 
to achieve SDG 3 on health and well-being.267 
Target 3.b urges to “provide access to affordable essential medicines and vaccines, in 
accordance with the Doha Declaration on the TRIPS Agreement and Public Health, 
which affirms the right of developing countries to use to the full the provisions in the 
Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights regarding flexibili-
ties to protect public health, and, in particular, provide access to medicines for all.”268 
While Target 3.b in particular refers to the TRIPS provisions that allow developing 
countries to produce generic medicines, bilateral and regional trade agreements typically 
include binding arbitration provisions that make this impossible. Growing corporate in-
fluence and lobbying power on global health agenda and their influence on the home 
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governments decision making continues to prevent the use of flexibilities, temporary ex-
clusive rights conferred on a patent holder, preventing the crucial means of implementa-
tion to ensure access to affordable medical products in developing countries.269 
The AAAA replies to the Target 3.b with paragraph 86: “We reaffirm the right of WTO 
members to take advantage of the flexibilities in the WTO Agreement on Trade-Related 
Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) and reaffirm that the TRIPS Agreement 
does not and should not prevent members from taking measures to protect public health.” 
Besides the universal trading system, and mainly WTO´s dominance, domestic trade 
policies play an important paper for sustainable development objectives. UNCTAD ar-
gues that: “To reap the full benefits of trade, it is important to formulate domestic trade 
policy as part of a coherent policy framework comprising appropriate environmental and 
social policies.”270 It claims that, this can be achieved through trade policies that influence 
the availability, accessibility, affordability and quality of goods and services that are es-
sential for the social development of the poor. As an example, UNCTAD points out, the 
high tariffs imposed on a mosquito nets in countries where malaria is widespread, which 
results in high rate of child mortality. UNCTAD claims that removing such a “killer tar-
iff” would significantly reduce the price of mosquito nets and improve the access to the 
life-saving product.271 
 
Goal 4: Quality Education; Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities for all 
 
Education and SDG 4 do not have a direct link and mention of international trade, but 
as all SDGs, also SDG 4 is related to trade in several ways. There is a vicious circle of 
trade benefiting education with higher profits and government surplus, and education 
benefiting trade with more educated work force, new technologies and innovations and 
higher attractivity to MNCs and FDI. 
 Take for example the growing importance of services in worldwide trade, and more 
specifically, trade in education services. Services can contribute to the reduction and erad-
ication of poverty, including by formalizing several informal economic activities and 
therefore empowering entrepreneurs and expanding their contribution to the economy. 
Universal and sometimes even preferential access to education services allows women to 
obtain higher-quality jobs, run their own businesses and participate in trade.272  
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UNCTAD also reminds that, developed countries trade with developing countries ig-
noring the fact that developing countries do not have the same level of training and edu-
cation to look for the loopholes and mistakes in contracts. UNCTAD made a study show-
ing that some commodity dependent developing countries are losing as much as 67% of 
their exports, that worth billions of dollars, to trade misinvoicing. UNCTAD's Secretary-
General, Mukhisa Kituyi said that: “This research provides new detail on the magnitude 
of this issue, made even worse by the fact that some developing countries depend on just 
a handful of commodities for their health and education budgets.” If developing countries 
continue losing the income of exports, aspiration of the SDG 4, to offer inclusive and 
equitable quality education, is almost impossible to achieve. Developed countries should 
pay more attention and provide help and training for developing country partners.273  
 
Goal 5: Gender Equality; Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls 
 
Gender equality and women’s empowerment have advanced, but inequality still per-
sists. UNCTAD has made a report Trade, Gender and Development (2016) under its pro-
gramme carrying the same name as the report, which recognizes that: “UNCTAD plays a 
key role in ensuring that economic policies – trade policy in particular – become instru-
mental in the achievement of gender equality and women’s economic empowerment.” The 
report points out that the effects of trade on women are not distinct because “women may 
simultaneously gain and lose from trade”. While trade might help in obtaining a stable 
wage employment, the low-paying job and low positioning in the sectors might remain. 
For example, trade might reduce the prices of agricultural products and benefit woman 
when consumers but reduce income as agricultural producers.274 
UNCTAD Secretary-General Mukhisa Kituyi said at the opening of the 61st United 
Nations Commission on the Status of Women in March 2017 that “gender-blind” trade 
policies can inadvertently undermine women's economic empowerment. Dr. Kituyi con-
tinued that: “When it comes to women's empowerment, it matters which products are pro-
moted for export, and which are left on their own to face stronger competition from 
abroad. -- Because women tend to work in fewer sectors than men, they may be dispro-
portionately affected when a policy makes sectors like small-scale farming, or the cloth-
ing or hospitality industries, less competitive.”275 
Also the UN Addis Ababa Action Agenda points out the importance of gender and 
SDG 5 for trade in its paragraph 90: “Recognizing the critical role of women as producers 
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and traders, we will address their specific challenges in order to facilitate women's equal 
and active participation in domestic, regional and international trade.”276 
However, the internationally made gender equality commitments do not translate 
many times into national laws, and when they do, the implementation lacks power and 
resources. These issues should be discussed together with the private sector, trade unions 
and other civil society organizations. Also stronger partnership between UNCTAD, 
WTO, International Trade Center (ITC) and the Enhanced Integrated Framework (EIF) 
inter alia, would be very helpful for gender equality and more specifically for women´s 
economic empowerment.277 
UNCTAD´s Maafikiano report notes that there should be help for developing countries 
in “implementation of policies and the establishment of institutions that support women’s 
economic empowerment, economic security and rights, and enhance their economic op-
portunities”. UNCTAD recognizes its paper in “mainstreaming gender into trade policy 
through the inclusion of gender considerations in policy formulation and implementation, 
and in negotiations of agreements on trade and other issues at the multilateral, regional 
and bilateral levels.”278 
 
Goal 6: Clean Water and Sanitation; Ensure availability and sustainable management of 
water and sanitation for all. 
 
Despite the great improvements done in relation to clean water and sanitation, almost 
one in three people living in least developed countries (LDCs) still do not have access to 
clean and safe water, and the same relative share of LDCs populations still remain without 
good quality sanitation. Worldwide more than 660 million people do not have access to 
clean drinking water. In 2010 the UN General Assembly declared that access to clean 
water and sanitation is a human right. However, it was not specified whether a public 
authority or the private sector would be best capable of providing this right.279 
                                                          
276 UN, Addis Ababa Action Agenda, 2015, parag. 90 
277 Lammila A., The Impact of the Trade Environment on Women's Employment, Side Event at Commis-
sion on the Status of Women, UN Women, 17.3.2017.  
The International Trade Centre (ITC) is a joint agency of the WTO and UN, and the only development 
agency that is fully dedicated to supporting the internationalization of small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) in developing economies to become more competitive and connect to international markets for 
trade and investment. (Read more on International Trade Centre http://www.intracen.org/). The Enhanced 
Integrated Framework (EIF) is a global partnership between the LDCs, the donors and the agencies. It 
brings together the key players to address women’s economic empowerment through trade for poverty 
reduction, inclusive growth and sustainable development. (Read more on Enhanced Integrated Framework 
http://www.enhancedif.org/en)  
278 UNCTAD, Nairobi Maafikiano: From decision to action, 2016, Parag.55.bb 
279 UN, Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform, SDG 6; and UNCTAD, Stats, Goal 6: Clean water 
and sanitation  
 
97 
The question comes down to the global water management and attempts to privatize a 
resource that is consider a basic human right. While MNCs are lobbying to get access to 
privileged public services, the situation shows that market forces are not the best capable 
of solving problems regarding water and sanitation, and that there is a need for public 
finance and public management to ensure universal access. Water and sanitation are 
among the most needed infrastructure services to achieve sustainable development. While 
the public-private partnerships (PPPs) are getting more common, water and sanitation are 
the least likely to be financed through this method. (The importance of PPPs is addressed 
closely in the SDG 17 Target 17.17.)280  
Food production is the largest consumer of water and it also represents the largest 
unknown factor of future water need because of the population growth. The future con-
cerns can be divided in water for health and water for food production. Since growing 
proportion of world’s food is part of international trade, food production and SDG 2 on 
zero hunger are in primary importance in order to achieve the SDG 6 too. When it comes 
to technologies and patents for water and sanitation, SDG 6 can be linked with Trade-
Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) that is explained in more detail 
in section 1.3 about WTO. It is very important to understand that water needs to be treated 
differently from medicines, and the water technologies should be exempted from ob-
structs of intellectual property rights. Similar interlinks that are made here with water and 
sanitation can be made between water and all other SDGs too.281 
 
Goal 7: Affordable and Clean Energy; Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable 
and modern energy for all. 
 
Globally 85 % of world´s population had access to electricity in 2014, meaning a small 
increase from 79 % in 2000. However, still 1.1 billion people, predominantly rural dwell-
ers, are without access to electricity. The biggest improvements have been made in Asia, 
while the situation is worst in sub-Saharan Africa, where is located half of the global 
population without electricity. When it comes to renewable energy, its share from final 
energy consumption stayed almost the same, increasing from17,9 % in 2012 to 18,3 % in 
2014. The increase in renewable energy comes mostly from water, solar and wind 
power.282  
Energy is crucial for achieving the 2030 Agenda and almost all of the SDGs. Two 
goals, SDG 9 on Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure and SDG 12 on Responsible 
Consumption and Production, are most closely linked to the theme. Energy has also a 
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special role in the eradication of poverty through advancements in health, education, in-
dustrialization and water supply, as well as combating climate change. Clean energy is 
enforced besides the 2030 Agenda on the UN led Paris Agreement on climate change, 
that came into force on November 2016, and declared that not only do we need to keep a 
global temperature rise this century well below 2 degrees Celsius, the world should also 
make efforts to limit the temperature increase towards a 1.5 degrees Celsius. This univer-
sal agreement affirms global cooperation towards a low carbon, resilient and sustainable 
future.283 
The world is facing a dual challenge of reducing the carbon intensity of energy while 
making it available to everyone on the planet. The former Secretary-General of the United 
Nations, Ban Ki-moon, launched a global initiative Sustainable Energy for All (SE4ALL) 
to help ensure universal access to modern energy services. The initiative aims to double 
the rate of improvement in energy efficiency and double the share of renewable energy 
in the global energy mix, all by the year 2030.284 
In order that the global agreements and objectives, especially on renewable energy, do 
not harm the economies of developing countries, there is a need for resources, assistance 
and investments to implement the new goals. The recognition that excessive dependence 
only on fossil fuels have damaging environmental impact, and also that global rising de-
mand might exceed the supply, has brought the focus into a need for a clearer and more 
diversified energy mix. For example, the Target 7.2 suggests that countries should “in-
crease the share of renewable energy in the global energy mix by 2030”. This Target 
might have indirect impacts on developing countries, since the increasing concerns in 
environmental sensitivity can reduce demand for natural resource-based commodities, 
such as fossil energy-related products. This trend can reduce public revenues related to 
exports in LDCs that are commodity dependent. In order to meet the financing needs the 
LDCs face to achieve the SDGs, domestic and foreign investors need to be attracted to 
get the required special and targeted resources.285 
Policies that promote the access to energy can be regional and international. In order 
to achieve greater policy coherence, it is needed to inherent interconnections between the 
nexus of three basic important sectors of food, water and energy. Regional policies should 
harmonize the regulatory frameworks and optimize the energy supply. Creating common 
regional infrastructure and common markets would also facilitate cross-border trade of 
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energy.286 UNCTAD declares that the 2030 Agenda “calls for broad international coop-
eration for trade in energy products and for transfer of renewable and efficient energy 
technologies and feedstocks among different countries in the world.”287 
 
Goal 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth; Promote sustained, inclusive and sustaina-
ble economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all 
 
Sustained and inclusive economic growth is necessary for achieving sustainable de-
velopment. Economic growth is possible through increased labour productivity, reduced 
unemployment rate, and improved access to financial services. In this section of the re-
search we are going to focus more on the labour dimension, as well as development aid, 
of the SDG 8, since economic growth in general has been examined in great detail already 
in section 2.1. 
 Developing countries are facing challenges in diversifying their economies and failing 
in translating growth into sufficient poverty reduction and more and better jobs. This 
challenge is biggest in countries with limited productive capacity and financial resources. 
Many people that do not live below the poverty line lack the means to improve their own 
and their children’s lives.288 
UNCTAD states in its report From Decisions to Actions that: “Continuing recent 
trends in global income distribution will certainly make eradicating poverty all that much 
harder. Post-crisis growth remains predominantly “wage-less” as well as “jobless”. The 
long-term trend of a declining wage share has continued after the crisis.-- This deficit in 
decent work is not only an economic challenge, it is also a tragedy for those affected and 
entails serious societal challenges, especially in those countries – most of which are 
among the poorest – with burgeoning youth populations.”289 
Labour productivity, which is measured by GDP per worker, spurs economic growth. 
The average worker in developed regions produced 23 times the annual output of an av-
erage worker in sub-Saharan Africa, and 2.5 times that of an average worker in Western 
Asia in 2015. While the global unemployment rate was 6.1 % in 2015, down from a peak 
of 6.6 % in 2009, the women and youth are globally most likely to face unemployment. 
Besides labour productivity and unemployment, child labour is also a problem that needs 
to be solved. Child labour declined in total by one third, from 246 million in 2000 to 168 
million in 2012.290  
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 With better distribution of the benefits of global growth, could be also achieved a 
solution to growing urbanization and lack of decent work opportunities in rural areas, 
which create growing informal sector, with poor employment conditions and low produc-
tivity, leading to low quality jobs. Worldwide the informal sector is estimated to account 
for half of the global labour force, and in Africa precarious, insecure and uncertain jobs 
cover 61 % of urban employment.291 
Besides the economic growth and decent work dimensions, SDG 8 has a closely trade-
related target about development aid. Target 8.a urges countries to “Increase Aid for 
Trade support for developing countries, in particular least developed countries, including 
through the Enhanced Integrated Framework for Trade-Related Technical Assistance to 
Least Developed Countries.” The aim of Aid-for-Trade is to help developing countries to 
maximize their gains from trade and also to reduce trade costs. UNCTAD describes that: 
“Between 2002 and 2013, annual Aid-for-Trade disbursements to developing economies 
increased constantly from US$8 billion to US$32 billion, and the disbursements to LDCs 
from US$3 billion to US$11 billion.”292 
Aid for trade assistance was received in 146 developing countries in 2014, with lower-
middle-income countries receiving 39.4 % of the total, LDCs 26.3% and upper-middle-
income countries receiving 19 %. The LDCs received $10 per capita, more than any other 
income group and more than twice the global average.293 However, the UN Addis Ababa 
Action Agenda aims for higher and in its paragraph 90 it affirms that: “We will strive to 
allocate an increasing proportion of Aid for Trade going to LDCs, provided according to 
development cooperation effectiveness principles.”294 
UNCTAD also states in its report From Decisions to Actions that: “The 2005 Aid for 
Trade initiative remains of particular significance in the context of trade and develop-
ment. To ensure that aid for trade is also aid for development, the initiative’s effectiveness 
can continue to be improved, and its priorities can continue to be better aligned with the 
binding constraints in recipient countries”295 
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Goal 9: Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure; Build resilient infrastructure, promote 
inclusive and sustainable industrialization and foster innovation 
 
SDG 9 covers three important aspects of sustainable development: infrastructure, in-
dustrialization and innovation. Infrastructure provides the basic physical structures that 
are essential to the operation of a society and enterprise. Industrialization drives economic 
growth and creates job opportunities reducing thereby income poverty. Innovation, on the 
other hand, advances the technological capabilities of industrial sectors and contributes 
to the development of new skills. 
UNCTAD recognizes the importance of the SDG 9 in its Trade and Development Re-
port 2016. The report acknowledges trade in manufactures as a means to achieve inclusive 
industrialization and development, rather than an end in itself. The report affirms that: 
“Manufacturing activities are a key means for catch-up development. And the processes 
of industrialization and productivity-enhancing structural change that stem from them 
provide an important foundation for achieving many of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). -- Likewise, international trade plays a significant role in shaping and 
mediating these relationships, both in practical terms, given the expanding reach of glob-
alized production, as well as in terms of development theory and policy, where trade 
liberalization is often viewed as the solution to a wide range of development chal-
lenges.”296 
When it comes to innovation it is together with technological progress key determi-
nants of economic growth. As an example linking trade and innovation can be mentioned 
that UNCTAD has started an initiative of E-commerce week to make the digital economy 
inclusive and bring together business, government and civil society in order to discuss the 
opportunities e-commerce can bring to job creation, competitiveness, innovation and 
growth. Mukhisa Kituyi, Secretary-General of UNCTAD, stated that: “Imagine a world 
where global trade is possible for even the smallest of small businesses. Where a mother 
in Africa can sell her handmade baskets to a customer in Argentina. Where a farmer in 
the Philippines can sell his mangos to consumers in the United Kingdom. This is the po-
tential face of global e-commerce.” Besides the SDG 9, e-commerce can have a big im-
pact on other SDG´s and the entire 2030 Agenda.297 
Subjects overlapping with SDG 9 are discussed in several other SDGs too. For exam-
ple, under SDG 11 on sustainable cities is discussed about infrastructure when it comes 
to the slums and urbanization as well as trade as a means of facilitating local rural agri-
culture. Even more important is under SDG 14 about life under water the guestion of ports 
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having a big impact on trade volume and transport cost and having conseguences espe-
cially to the competitiveness of developing countries.  
 
Goal 10: Reduced Inequalities; Reduce inequality within and among countries 
 
SDG 10 calls for reducing inequalities in income as well as those based on age, sex, 
disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion or economic or another status within a country. 
However the SDG 10 also addresses inequalities among countries, such as those related 
to representation, migration and development assistance.298 Inequality is a persisting 
problem and important subject when it comes to the 2030 Agenda and sustainable devel-
opment. Inequality has been treated simultaneously with other subjects, such as economic 
growth and development, during the entire research. 
In the SDG 10 there is however a specific trade-related target. Target 10.a calls to 
“Implement the principle of special and differential treatment for developing countries, 
in particular least developed countries, in accordance with World Trade Organization 
agreements.” This target is very closely related to Target 17.12 under SDG 17 and the 
objective to improve market access conditions to LDCs exports by giving special and 
differential treatment to LDCs in accordance with the WTO agreements. UNCTAD ar-
gues that: “Almost all developed countries already apply duty-free tariff lines to LDC 
exports. The main exception is the United States, where more than 15 per cent of tariff 
lines have a non-zero rate that is applied to LDC exports.”299 
The Addis Ababa Action Agenda states in the paragraph 84, that: “Members of the 
WTO will continue to implement the provisions of special and differential treatment 
(S&D) for developing countries, in particular LDCs, in accordance with WTO agree-
ments.”300 The WTO member countries do not want to provide additional flexibilities for 
developing countries other than LDCs. This delimitation lefts many developing countries 
outside from the S&D treatment, and is against the SDG 10 and Target 10.a which calls 
for S&D treatment for all developing countries.  
 
Goal 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities; Make cities and human settlements inclu-
sive, safe, resilient and sustainable 
 
SDG 11 is a complex cross-cutting goal, with an immediate relevance for a rapidly 
urbanizing planet. Globally, the proportion of urban populations living in slums has fallen 
from 46 % in 1990 to 30 % in 2014. However the absolute numbers of people living in 
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slums have increased at the same time from 689 million in 1990 to 881 million in 2014 
due to the urban population growth. It has been projected that 6 out of 10 people will live 
in urban settlements by 2030 and 66 % of the world’s population by 2050. As population 
growth outdo available land, cities expand far beyond their formal administrative limits. 
Urbanization brings along several problems, such as problematic solid waste management 
in densely populated areas and urban air pollution causing illness and millions of prema-
ture deaths annually.301 
The pursuit of sustainable and coordinated urban development starts with national pol-
icies and regional development plans. Already 142 countries, that represent a home to 75 
% of the world’s urban population, had a national urban policy in place or under devel-
opment in 2015.302 
When it comes to trade and urbanization, the data show that for most countries there 
is a positive correlation between the growth in GDP per capita and a reduction in slums. 
As mentioned previously, trade can have a great impact on the GDP growth in developing 
countries. This is something closely related to UNCTAD´s work. Besides GDP growth, 
trade and SDG 11 have direct links, for example in improving the ports and terminals of 
developing country cities to facilitate trade, and in facilitating the local rural agriculture. 
The Asian Development Bank Institute (ADBI) has made a research about trade and 
urbanization in developing countries. Their research comes to a conclusion that: “If a 
country imports grain and exports industrial goods, it will need more urban workers and 
fewer agricultural workers, and consequently improve its level of urbanization. In con-
trast, exporting more grain and importing more industrial goods implies a lower level of 
urbanization. -- Our research suggests that agricultural development can loosen the 
grain constraint and promote population urbanization; therefore, investment in agricul-
ture, including irrigation, soil improvement, and technology upgrades, can help promote 
population urbanization and economic growth.” This is an interesting correlation, how-
ever, besides agriculture other factors such as for example improved schooling and elec-
tricity play a big role in urbanization too.303 
 
Goal 12: Responsible Consumption and Production; Ensure sustainable consumption and 
production patterns. 
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In order to achieve SDG 12, national framework for sustainable consumption and pro-
duction needs to be strong and integrated into sectorial and national plans. Also sustain-
able business practices and consumer behavior, together with adherence to international 
norms on the management of hazardous chemicals and wastes, is of great importance. So 
that sustainable growth and development can be achieved, it is required to minimize the 
natural resources and toxic materials used, as well as the waste and pollutants generated, 
throughout the whole production and consumption process.304 
 Under SDG 12 is a Target 12.6 to encourage companies, especially large and transna-
tional companies, to adopt sustainable practices and to integrate sustainability infor-
mation into their reporting cycle. UNCTAD recognizes that: “The Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal agenda has placed a new focus on corporate performance, behavior and risk 
management, creating new demands for information on corporate reporting. Target 12.6 
explicitly acknowledges the critical role that corporate sustainability reporting must 
play.”305 
Corporate reporting will be constantly more important to companies, as it will allow 
them to improve awareness of their contribution to sustainable development and control 
possible financial and reputational risks. The problem is that there is no universal agree-
ment on what sustainability report is or what it should include, nor a single international 
institution to coordinate and harmonize sustainability report activities.306  
UNCTAD has corporate sustainability initiatives, such as Sustainable Stock Ex-
changes initiative and the International Standards of Accounting and Reporting (ISAR), 
which encourages MNEs to adopt sustainable practices and integrate sustainability into 
their corporate reporting, but only these cannot solve the earlier mentioned problems. 
There is a need for greater action.307 
Target 12.a aims to support developing countries to strengthen their scientific and tech-
nological capacity to move towards more sustainable patterns of consumption and pro-
duction. The UN launched in 2015 a Technology Facilitation Mechanism (TFM) which 
was established by the Addis Ababa Action Agenda in order to support the sustainable 
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development goals. The TFM will facilitate multi-stakeholder collaboration and partner-
ships through the sharing of information, experiences, best practices and policy advice. It 
will be composed of a United Nations Interagency Task Team on Science, Technology 
and Innovation for the SDGs, a collaborative Multistakeholder Forum on Science, Tech-
nology and Innovation for the SDGs and an on-line platform.308  
Sustainable consumption and delivery of services is also in big importance in SDG 12. 
For example, international tourism is a big business. According to UNCTAD, interna-
tional tourism is valued with direct, indirect and induced impact in excess of US$1.2 
trillion in 2015, accounting for 9 % of global gross domestic product, 6 % of global ex-
ports and 30 % of total services exports. UNCTAD´s works on creative economy indica-
tors that help develop tools for monitoring sustainable tourism impacts that is seeked also 
in Target 12.b: “To develop and implement tools to monitor sustainable development im-
pacts for sustainable tourism that creates jobs and promotes local culture and prod-
ucts.”309 
 
Goal 13: Climate Action; Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts. 
 
UNCTAD´s report From Decisions to Actions reflects the SDG 13 on climate change 
and describes the current situation: “Climate change and environmental degradation are 
today probably the biggest growing threats to our way of life, our economies and indeed 
humanity. The increase in global average temperatures and destruction and elimination 
of earth’s biological resources affect all of us, regardless of income levels. They even 
pose an existential threat to some States. It remains an urgent challenge to find the polit-
ical will to deal with negative externalities and provide incentives for producers and con-
sumers to move towards less carbon-intensive production and consumption patterns. 
There is a tremendous challenge of decoupling economic growth from wasteful resource 
use and greenhouse gas emissions without imperilling economic progress. Otherwise, 
future shared prosperity will remain an elusive goal.”310 
On April 2016, 175 UN Member States signed the Paris Agreement to limit the rise in 
global temperatures to within 2 degrees Celsius of pre-industrial levels. The new agree-
ment aims to reduce the pace of climate change and to speed up and intensify the actions 
and investments needed for a sustainable low-carbon future.311 
The risks of climate change are unevenly distributed. Since the most vulnerable for 
climate change are generally the disadvantaged people and developing countries, that 
have contributed least to greenhouse gas emissions, it is natural that developed countries 
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have committed to mobilizing $100 billion a year, by 2020, in climate financing to help 
address the needs of developing countries. Also, by the 2025, the UN Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change will set a new collective goal of at least $100 billion per year 
for climate financing. Under the UN Framework Convention was created a mechanism 
called the Green Climate Fund to assist with delivering financing for developing countries 
for adaptation and mitigation practices. By this date, the Green Climate Fund has mobi-
lized $10.3 billion.312 
 
Goal 14: Life Below Water; Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine 
resources for sustainable development 
 
Oceans are central to life on earth and cover more than 70 % of the earth’s surface. 
Oceans represent many roles from offering a rich source of food and valuable minerals 
and a vast waterway for international commerce and movement of people. For many, 
oceans are also a giant recreation and cultural heritage space. Despite their importance, 
oceans suffer from many threats. The biggest threats of today are overfishing and destruc-
tive fishing, overharvesting of maritime resources, pollution and waste disposal, oil spills 
and climate change.313 
The 2030 Agenda and especially SDG 14 take a wider perspective, for example com-
pared to MDG 7.b on protecting land and marine ecosystems, on sustainably using and 
managing oceans, maritime resources and related ecosystems for sustainable develop-
ment. 314 Under SDG 14 three targets explicitly focus on the trade-related aspects of fish-
eries: Target 14.4, 14.b and specially Target 14.6. 
Today around 31.4% of fish stocks are estimated as fished at biologically unsustaina-
ble levels. This problem has been steadily increasing over recent decades, and Target 14.4 
is directed to it. Target 14.4 aims to: “By 2020, effectively regulate harvesting and end 
overfishing, illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing and destructive fishing practices 
and implement science-based management plans, in order to restore fish stocks in the 
shortest time feasible, at least to levels that can produce maximum sustainable yield as 
determined by their biological characteristics.”315 
Target 14.6 is related to fishing subsidies.316 It is estimated that fishing subsidies are 
as high as $35 billion worldwide, of which more than half, $20 billion directly contribute 
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to overfishing. This means that tax payers are paying industrial boats to degrade the en-
vironment, destroy the food security and devastate the livelihoods, by fueling unfair com-
petition between industrial fleets and individual artisanal fishermen.317 
Target 14.6 calls to: “By 2020, prohibit certain forms of fisheries subsidies which con-
tribute to overcapacity and overfishing, eliminate subsidies that contribute to illegal, un-
reported and unregulated fishing and refrain from introducing new such subsidies, rec-
ognizing that appropriate and effective special and differential treatment for developing 
and least developed countries should be an integral part of the World Trade Organization 
fisheries subsidies negotiation.” 
UNCTAD, FAO and UN Environment Programme (UNEP) joined their forces in July 
2016 to propose a roadmap to ending subsidies, with delivering a statement Regulating 
Fisheries Subsidies Must be an Integral Part of The Implementation of the 2030 Sustain-
able Development Agenda, identifying a four-point plan of minimum outcomes that could 
contribute to the members efforts to meet Target 14.6.318 The newest and most significant 
conference to advance this target was the High Level United Nations Conference to Sup-
port the Implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 14 (New York, June 2017).319 
In the outcome report Conserve and Sustainably Use the Oceans, Seas and Marine 
Resources for Sustainable Development of the newest conference, paragraph 58 states 
that: “Some delegations highlighted the urgency to phase out harmful fisheries subsidies, 
which contributed to overfishing and over-exploitation of marine resources. A number of 
delegations urged members to conclude the WTO fisheries subsidies negotiation at the 
11th ministerial segment in December 2017.”320 
Also the Addis Ababa Action Agenda paragraph 83 states that: “We call on WTO mem-
bers to commit to strengthen disciplines on subsidies in the fisheries sector, including 
through the prohibition of certain forms of subsidies that contribute to overcapacity and 
overfishing in accordance with the mandate of the Doha Development Agenda and the 
Hong Kong Ministerial Declaration.”321 
Since the fisheries sector represents one of the oldest and most important economic 
activities existing for many developing countries, it is fundamental to their livelihoods. 
Fisheries often account for between 5 and 10 % of GDP and exports for many LDCs and 
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small island developing states (SIDS), being globally the most traded animal protein com-
modity. It also has a very important position to guarantee the food security, since it is a 
very important source of nutrition and protein for coastal populations. Target 14.b tries 
to tackle the problems of small-scale fishers mentioned above aiming to “Provide access 
for small-scale artisanal fishers to marine resources and markets.”322 
Under the SDG 14 needs to be considered also the topic of ocean trade. UNCTAD 
declares that: “In 2014, approximately 9.8 billion tons of merchandise were transported 
by sea compared with 6.2 billion tons in 2000 - an increase of 57 per cent. Of those 9.8 
billion tons, 2.8 billion tons, or 29 per cent, were crude oil and petroleum goods.” This 
growth has an environmental cost. Even though the CO2 emissions from international 
shipping were estimated only at 2.2 % of global CO2 emissions in 2012, it is important 
to keep in mind that the international shipping carbon emissions are estimated to increase 
with 50-250 % by 2050, depending on economic growth and global energy demand.323  
Since 80 % of international trade is channeled through ports, they have a profound 
impact on trade volume and transport costs, affecting the competitiveness of an entire 
country and business´. In many developing countries ports have very high role in con-
necting them to international trade. UNCTAD has started a TrainForTrade Port Manage-
ment Programme, which supports port communities in developing countries in quest for 
efficient and competitive port management. The programme creates port networks bring-
ing together public, private and international entities in order to increase trade flows and 
foster economic development.324 
 
Goal 15: Life on Land; Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosys-
tems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land deg-
radation and halt biodiversity loss 
 
UNCTAD discloses that: “60 per cent of the world’s ecosystems are degraded or un-
sustainably used. This directly impacts the livelihoods and well-being of those who de-
pend on these resources for subsistence, security and income. The Convention on Biolog-
ical Diversity identifies a number of culprits: growing demand for natural resources, low 
public investment, poorly defined property rights, and global commodity trade policies 
that incentivize over-exploitation of resources. Strengthening the rights of poor people 
over land, resources and ecosystem services is one of the first steps towards sustainable 
development.”325 
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Biodiversity has a direct link to many economic and socioeconomic activities that con-
tribute to poverty reduction. Based on estimates, 70 % of the world’s poor directly depend 
on biodiversity resources for as much as 90 % of their food, fuel, medicine, shelter and 
transportation needs. Besides this, industries depend on biodiversity also, using the natu-
ral ingredients and genetic resources to develop high value added products.326 
UNCTAD launched in 1996 the BioTrade Initiative, which aims to harmonize trade 
with the sustainable use of biological resources. BioTrade implies to the collection, pro-
duction, transformation, and commercialization of goods and services derived from native 
biodiversity under the criteria of environmental, social and economic sustainability. The 
initiative strives to elaborate tradable sectors through value chain development and facil-
itate trade of products and services that are derived sustainably from native species and 
ecosystems. Approximately 5 million people in developing countries were involved in 
BioTrade activities and the sales of companies in BioTrade generated €4 billion in sales 
in 2015.327 
In the 2030 Agenda, under the SDG 15, is a trade related Target 15.c, which aims to 
“Enhance global support for efforts to combat poaching and trafficking of protected spe-
cies, including by increasing the capacity of local communities to pursue sustainable live-
lihood opportunities.” This issue was raised also in the Addis Ababa Action Agenda par-
agraph 92: “We resolve to enhance global support for efforts to combat poaching of and 
trafficking in protected species, trafficking in hazardous waste, and trafficking in miner-
als, including by strengthening both national regulation and international cooperation 
and increasing the capacity of local communities to pursue sustainable livelihood oppor-
tunities.”328 
 
Goal 16: Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions; Promote peaceful and inclusive societies 
for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, account-
able and inclusive institutions at all levels 
 
Increasing number of violent conflicts and uneven process among and within regions 
are the biggest problems in SDG 16. Countries have made progress, for example, in the 
increased number of detected victims of trafficking over the last decades. However, while 
the proportion of victims trafficked for sexual exploitation has declined, the share of those 
trafficked for forced labour has increased. Almost 21 million people are victims of forced 
labour, work that is performed involuntarily and under the menace of any penalty. The 
most concerned sectors are construction, manufacturing, agriculture, domestic work and 
                                                          
326 Ibid. 
327 UNCTAD, Stats, Target 15.9: Ecosystems and biodiversity; and UNCTAD, About BioTrade 
328 UN, Addis Ababa Action Agenda, 2015, parag. 92 
 
110 
entertainment. Since, forced labour generates in the private economy US$ 150 billion in 
illegal profits per year, this problem extends to international trade too.329 
Besides forced labour, the Target 16.4 aims to significantly reduce illicit financial and 
arms flows, strengthen the recovery and return of stolen assets and combat all forms of 
organized crime by the 2030. There are two subjects related to international trade, at first 
illicit financial flows (IFFs), which means illegal movements of money or capital from 
one country to another, and secondly, international arms trade.330 
The UN Economic Commission for Africa´s (UNECA) report on Illicit Financial 
Flows states that: “IFFs originating from commercial activities have several purposes, 
including hiding wealth, evading or aggressively avoiding tax, and dodging customs du-
ties and domestic levies. Some of these activities, especially those linked to taxation, are 
described from a more technical perspective as “base erosion and profit shifting” espe-
cially within the ambit of the OECD. The various means by which IFFs take place in 
Africa include abusive transfer pricing, trade mispricing, misinvoicing of services and 
intangibles and using unequal contracts, all for purposes of tax evasion, aggressive tax 
avoidance and illegal export of foreign exchange.”331 
 Tax avoidance is such a serious problem, that if solved, it could alone pay for the 
whole 2030 Agenda. However it is a complex problem that has gained the global attention 
only in recent years. The Addis Ababa Action Agenda replies to this challenge on para-
graph 24: “We will identify, assess and act on money laundering risks, including through 
effective implementation of the Financial Action Task Force standards on anti-money 
laundering/counter-terrorism financing”. 
Besides IFFs, violence, terrorism, wars and weapons are also one of the main topics 
of the SDG 16. It is estimated that the combined economic impact of war and violence 
was US$13.6 trillion in 2014. This is the equivalent of US$5 per day for every person on 
the planet, or to put it another way, more than 13 % of world GDP. Related to trade, the 
legal exports of small arms and light weapons increased to US$4.7 billion in 2014 from 
US$1.6 billion in 2000, and based on estimates about 25 % of the trade in small arms is 
also illicit or not legally registered. Besides economic problem, this is a very big political 
dilemma to be solved.332 
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Goal 17: Partnerships for the Goals; Strengthen the means of implementation and revital-
ize the global partnership for sustainable development 
 
From all the SDG´s the last one, calling for global partnership, is the most important 
when it comes to international trade. SDG 17 has three separate targets 17.10, 17.11 and 
17.12 focused explicitly on trade. 
Target 17.10 aims to: “Promote a universal, rules-based, open, non-discriminatory 
and equitable multilateral trading system under the World Trade Organization, including 
through the conclusion of negotiations under its Doha Development Agenda.” The Addis 
Ababa Action Agenda paragraph 79. covers this subject and agrees that: “We will con-
tinue to promote a universal, rules-based, open, transparent, predictable, inclusive, non-
discriminatory and equitable multilateral trading system under the World Trade Organ-
ization (WTO), as well as meaningful trade liberalization.”333 
As for all SDGs, the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on Sustainable Development 
Goal Indicators (IAEG-SDGs) suggests an indicator for the Target 17.10. IAEG-SDGs 
suggested indicator for Target 17.10 is worldwide weighted average tariff. UNCTAD has 
studied the SDG Target 17.10 and the trends of tariff´s in its report Trading Into Sustain-
able Development, and summarizes its findings that: “tariff barriers in international mar-
kets in general have been falling to quite a low level, although there is a significant var-
iation across regions as well as product sectors. The existence of the multilateral trading 
system that Target 17.10 calls to promote must have been one of the key drivers for the 
lowering of tariffs.”334 
Target 17.11 aims to: “Significantly increase the exports of developing countries, in 
particular with a view to doubling the least developed countries’ share of global exports 
by 2020.” The LDC share of world exports almost doubled over the last 15 years, rising 
from 0.6 % in 2000 to 1 % 2015, and the LDC share of imports increased even more, 
from 0.7 % in 2000 to 1.5 % in 2015. However, for this growth the time gap was 15 years 
and in the target it is only 5 years, and more over the key driver for the export growth was 
the high demand of commodities and massive rise in the prices of fuels, ores and metals, 
which is unlikely to repeat itself. The commodity boom was not accompanied by strong 
structural transformation and since the commodities boom ended, the share of LDC on 
trade has not continued its growth like before. 335 
The Addis Ababa Action Agenda paragraph 82 states that: “We will endeavor to sig-
nificantly increase world trade in a manner consistent with the SDGs, including exports 
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from developing countries, in particular from LDCs with a view towards doubling their 
share of global exports by 2020 as stated in the Istanbul Programme of Action.” 
Target 17.12 has an objective to: “Realize timely implementation of duty-free and 
quota-free market access on a lasting basis for all least developed countries, consistent 
with World Trade Organization decisions, including by ensuring that preferential rules 
of origin applicable to imports from least developed countries are transparent and sim-
ple, and contribute to facilitating market access.”336 
The Addis Ababa Action Agenda paragraph 85. replies to the Target 17.12 by declar-
ing: “We call on developed country WTO members and developing country WTO mem-
bers declaring themselves in a position to do so to realize timely implementation of duty-
free and quota-free market access on a lasting basis for all products originating from all 
LDCs, consistent with WTO decisions. We call on them to also take steps to facilitate 
market access for LDC products including by developing simple and transparent rules of 
origins applicable to imports from LDCs, in accordance with the guidelines adopted by 
WTO members at the Bali ministerial conference in 2013.” 
UNCTAD Nairobi ministerial declaration paragraph 7 states that: “Participants re-
quested that UNCTAD: (a) help embed international conventions into trade agreements; 
(b) ensure that trade blocs did not impede market access by non-member countries; (c) 
mobilize resources to support targets 17.10, 17.11 and 17.12 of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, especially in the least developed countries; and (d) cooperate 
with other organizations in providing capacity-building in trade, investment and devel-
opment to unlock constraints and permit the private sector to prosper.”337 
 
The last section 3.3 of this chapter seeks to explain the international trade system as a 
whole, and what is its role in meeting the 2030 Agenda and sustainable development 
objectives. The section 3.3 is based on UNCTAD´s report Trading into Sustainable De-
velopment, with a focus on report´s first chapter, which provides an overview to what 
extent sustainable development concerns are integrated into today’s trade policymaking. 
UNCTAD´s report Trading into Sustainable Development explains WTO´s paper in rela-
tion to three main topics on sustainable development: public health, environmental con-
cerns and labour standards. In addition, the new Trade and Development Report 2017, 
which presents a bold suggestion of creating the Global New Deal, has an important part 
in the next section.  
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3.3 International Trade System, Development and the Global New 
Deal 
Even though UNCTAD determined already in 1964 that “Economic and social progress 
throughout the world depends in large measure on a steady expansion in international 
trade”, in practice it is very hard to contemplate the interlinkages between international 
trade policy and sustainable development, and even harder to ensure that the trade policy 
outcomes influence sustainable development in a positive way.338 
International trade can be used to achieve sustainable development through the finan-
cial means it enables, as discussed in the previous section 3.2. The public sector revenues 
international trade can generate are a huge opportunity to use in meeting the sustainable 
development objectives. UNCTAD reminds that raising public revenue with international 
trade policies needs to be done with caution, so that is does not cause trade distortion to 
the domestic market and reduce welfare of different segments of people in the society. 
Besides financial means, international trade can enable great opportunities to achieve so-
cial and environmental sustainability, which are also talked in more detail in the previous 
section 3.2.339 
In order to obtain the full benefits of international trade, it is important to formulate a 
universal, rules‐based, open and equitable trading system. The UNCTAD report Trading 
into Sustainable Development makes a clear division in trading system into trade under 
the WTO multilateral trading system and outside the WTO with a growing number of 
bilateral, regional and interregional trade agreements. The main challenge with trade un-
der the WTO is that there has been various attempts to address sustainable development 
but in a very fragmented manner. The regional trade agreements (RTA), on the other 
hand, have a widely varying coverage and enforceability on sustainable development is-
sues. In addition, there is not enough in debt research and analysis on RTAs and its impact 
on trade and development.340 
The WTO acknowledges that international trade can play a role towards achieving 
sustainable and balanced growth for all. In the WTO's Tenth Ministerial Conference held 
in Nairobi, the Ministerial Declaration recognizes the role that “the WTO can play in 
contributing towards achievement of the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals, in so far 
as they relate to the WTO mandate, and bearing in mind the authority of the WTO Min-
isterial Conference.” This holds inside a big reservation that the WTO´s mandate and 
priority is to be a trade institute above the needs of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs.341 
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The most important action of the WTO would be the conclusion of the Doha Round 
of trade negotiations as requested under the SDG 17 in Target 17.10.342 The Doha Devel-
opment Agenda is essential to stimulate trade growth in a more sustainable matter and 
benefit the developing countries. In addition, the inability to agree on the Doha Round 
also prevents WTO to focus on new emerging issues, such as the 2030 Agenda and 
achievement of the SDGs. UNCTAD argues that “The continuation of the Doha Round 
effectively prevents the members to start negotiating on the issues other than those man-
dated under the Doha Development Agenda.”343 
While the negotiations on the entire Doha Round continue, there have been attempts, 
albeit fragmentary, to address sustainability concerns in the form of Ministerial agree-
ments. UNCTAD´s report Trading into Sustainable Development brigs up WTO´s loose 
role in relation to three main topics on sustainable development: public health, environ-
mental concerns and labour standards. 
Regarding the public health, and more specifically major public health threats like ma-
laria, tuberculosis and HIV epidemic in developing countries, WTO recognized the im-
portance of flexibilities on international protection of intellectual property rights. In the 
Doha Ministerial Conference in 2001, the WTO members adopted the Doha Declaration 
on the TRIPS Agreement and Public Health extending TRIPS waiver on pharmaceuticals 
for LDCs.344 However, the situation is not improving as expected, due to the growing 
number of negotiated bilateral and regional trade agreements that typically include bind-
ing arbitration provisions, which make these new TRIPS waivers in many cases useless. 
The WTO´s environmental concerns are manifested in various agreements, such as the 
WTO Agreement on Agriculture, and unfinished Environmental Goods Agreement, 
which represents 46 WTO members and aims to reduce or eliminate the barriers of trade 
in environmental goods. With the Paris Agreement on Climate Change adopted in 2015, 
it was expected that the WTO members would be more motivated to conclude negotia-
tions of the Environmental Goods Agreement, but the agreement is still open to further 
negotiations. WTO has also created a Committee on Trade and Environment that is ded-
icated to promoting a better understanding of the relationship between trade and the en-
vironment.345  
The Director-General of WTO, Roberto Azevêdo, recognizes WTO´s paper in envi-
ronmental issues and calls for joint action on trade and climate, which could open a way 
for new sources of economic growth and job creation that benefit the environment as well. 
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Azevêdo points out renewable energy as a great example of sector that stimulates invest-
ments, creates jobs and is also beneficial for the environment.346 
On labour standards, the role of the WTO is more of an observer than active player. 
The WTO agreements do not deal with labour standards as such, however it assures that: 
“all WTO member governments are committed to a narrower set of internationally rec-
ognized “core” standards -- freedom of association, no forced labour, no child labour, 
and no discrimination at work (including gender discrimination)”. Nevertheless, it is pro-
hibited to use the core labour standards for protectionist purposes. The WTO members 
also recognized at the 1996 Singapore Ministerial Conference that the ILO is the compe-
tent body to negotiate and deal with labour standards, putting the labour issues outside 
the WTO negotiating framework.347 
Economist Dani Rodrik criticizes the WTO and its paper in achieving development: 
“Hence there are at least three sources of slippage between what development requires 
and what the WTO does in practice. First, even if free trade were optimal for development 
in its broad sense, the WTO does not fundamentally pursue free trade. Second, even if 
free trade were what the WTO was about, there is no guarantee that free trade is the best 
trade policy for countries at low levels of development. Third, compliance with WTO 
rules, even when these rules are not harmful in themselves, crowds outs a more fully 
developmental agenda -- both at the international and national level.”348 
As seen above, WTO receives harsh criticism. However, it is the central institution of 
current international trading system and the main legitimate body regulating the system. 
UNCTAD, on the other hand balances the power relations and addresses the problems of 
which WTO is criticized in a diplomatic manner. This universal trading system, domi-
nated with WTO rules and new regional trade agreements (RTAs), is the object of 
UNCTAD´s work. It works in cooperation trying to influence the decision making of 
WTO in order to reach to trade policies that benefit the sustainable development work 
and developing countries integration to the world economy.  
Regardless of WTO and UNCTAD, the international trade system is affected by the 
current situation of the world economy. The global economic growth was estimated at 
2.3% in 2016, which is the slowest growth rate since the financial crises in 2008. Albeit 
trade flows have recovered slowly since the beginning of the crises, it is likely that trade 
expansion remains significantly slower than before the 2008. The current situation of 
weak investment growth, stagnant global trade and heightened policy uncertainty, brings 
about a big challenge to the implementation of the SDGs.349 
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UNCTAD newest Trade and Development Report 2017 recognizes that in sharp con-
trast to the ambitions of the 2030 Agenda, the world economy remains unbalanced in 
ways that are not only exclusive, but also destabilizing and dangerous for the political, 
social and environmental health of the planet. The report argues that while the combina-
tion of too much debt and too little demand at the global level has hampered the sustained 
expansion of the world economy, the growth is condemned to continue slow unless the 
global demand will be revived by increasing the wages and government spending.350 
Many commodity-exporting countries, that have not managed to diversify their econ-
omies, have faced exacerbated economic difficulties and high vulnerability due to low 
commodity prices. Despite that the commodity prices have stabilized and are projected to 
recover gradually during 2017-2019, the likelihood of commodity price shocks and vol-
atility still remains high.351 However, cyclically falling commodity prices and macroeco-
nomic factors can explain only part of the weakness of international trade, while deep 
structural shifts on global economy, mainly on the global value chains, have their part in 
the problem.352  
The shifts in global value chains, due to the declining cross-border transaction costs, 
brought by technological innovations and more open trade policies, made it possible to 
internationalize goods, services, people, technology and capital in order to exploit com-
parative advantages, lower production costs and economies of scale. Together with polit-
ical factors, such as the end of the gold war, the world was divided into two opposing 
blocks and the large developing countries emerged as manufacturing hubs. This led to a 
steady increase in trade, in particular of the intermediate goods.353  
UNCTAD argues that recently many global value chains have found themselves over 
stretched and the increase in nationalist sentiments have led to governments implement-
ing policy incentives to bring production closer to its consumers. A revealing trend, of 
this so called reshoring process, is the declining share of imports of intermediate goods 
compared with exports of manufacturing goods. UN DESA considers these changes in-
dicating to a potential weakening of globalization of trade. However, UNCTAD considers 
that in this situation it is of paramount importance that any protectionist behavior is fore-
stalled in order to achieve economic integration and sustainable development.354 
One of the most important measures of protectionist behavior in international trade is 
the question of market access. Market access conditions, tariff and non-tariff measures, 
have varying impacts on sustainable development varying across countries and among 
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different people. UNCTAD´s report Trading into Sustainable Development brings up that 
“assessing causal linkages between market access and a wide spectrum of determinants 
of sustainable development, for example, food security, health, economic productive ca-
pacity and environmental soundness, remains technically challenging due to unclear 
causal effects between them.” For these reasons, there is no one-size-fits-all trade policy 
that works for all countries, but in order for the trade to contribute to the promotion of the 
sustainable development, the trade policies should be country-specific.355 
Economists Thrasher and Gallagher defend development sovereignty arguing that: “As 
nation States and development experts contemplate renewing commitments for global de-
velopment goals, it is imperative that countries have the national-level flexibility to meet 
those goals”. Thrasher and Gallagher consider that it is of paramount importance for 
global and regional trade rulemaking to preserve nation States’ ability to deploy country-
specific policies for development.356 
This issue of country-specific policies touches a big problem of need for strong gov-
ernments and nation States visible hand. This topic is discussed thoroughly in the Trade 
and Development Report 2017. The report states that: “The experiences of recent years – 
as during other major crises of the last century − are a powerful reminder that the State 
can and must reform and adapt markets at all levels to create an environment that can 
deliver growth and development for the population as a whole. This calls for more en-
gaged States that are also more accountable. Across today’s increasingly interdependent 
world, the nation State still remains the basic unit of legitimacy and leadership, and one 
that citizens ultimately turn to for economic security, political loyalties and social cohe-
sion.” 
UNCTAD reminds that in order to achieve sustainable development, cooperation be-
tween the public and private sectors involves great potential, but requires a clear distinc-
tion between private interests and the broader public good. When tensions inevitably 
arises between the two, governments need policy space to leverage the potential benefits 
and mitigate the costs of international competition. In the end, each country has primary 
responsibility for its own economic and social development. Thus, international coordi-
nation and enabling international economic environment, as recognized in the 2030 
Agenda, support national policy efforts and accordingly the benefits of more inclusive 
growth can be shared fairly among all countries. This includes coherent and mutually 
supporting world trade and international arrangements that support independent monetary 
and financial systems.357 
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When focusing on international trade, UNCTAD´s Trade and Development Report 
2017 recognizes three distinct challenges to policymakers in order to achieve inclusive 
outcomes. First challenge is the automation of production and as a consequence the re-
dundancy of the human workforce. The report claims that, when is neglected the fact, that 
what is technically feasible is not always also economically profitable, the potential ad-
verse employment and income effects of robots are overestimated. Second challenge is 
the segmentation of labour markets and specially the gender discrimination. The report 
claims as an example that: “For developing countries, higher net exports of manufactures 
improve industrial job prospects for women, provided that public policies provide a cer-
tain amount of protection against imports; hence less trade liberalization seems to be 
good for women workers.” Lastly, the challenge of corporate strategies to concentrate 
control over markets with growing rent extraction. This is done for example with a sys-
tematic use of intellectual property rights (IPRs) to deter rivals, and it not only fosters 
greater concentration, but also restricts access to data and knowledge, causing and main-
taining inequality.358 
The issue of economic power, its distribution, dynamics, uses and implications, is an 
underlying and occasionally explicit theme of the UNCTAD´s Trade and Development 
Report 2017. In the report UNCTAD´s analysis of the overall situation is quite pessimis-
tic, or at least careful. While the world trade is likely to rise this year from its very slow 
performance in 2016, there are doubts about its underlying improvements for sustainable 
development. Due to the weak global demand, it is unlikely that trade serves as a broad 
stimulus for growth. On the positive side, UNCTAD recognizes that the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development has created a political momentum and impetus for change. As 
the 2030 Agenda is agreed to by all member countries of the UN, it is no longer an option 
to step back and wait, but the aim is now to harness the moment of consensus for deliv-
ering the required combination of resources, policies and reforms necessary for inclusive 
outcomes at both global and national levels.359 
UNCTAD suggests as a solution, moving away from hyperglobalization and triple 
challenges of large inequalities, demographic change and environmental problems to in-
clusive economies. UNCTAD declares that now it is time for a Global New Deal, which 
could follow already formatted model of development plan similar to the one in the orig-
inal New Deal. While the original New Deal was launched in the US in the 1930s and 
spread to other developed countries after the end of the Second World War, it established 
a new development path that focused on three broad strategic components of recovery, 
                                                          
358 Ibid.  
Rents may be broadly defined as income derived solely from the ownership and control of assets or from a 
dominant market position, rather than from innovative entrepreneurial activity or the productive deploy-
ment of a scarce resource 
359 UNCTAD, Trade and Developement Report 2017 
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regulation and redistribution. UNCTAD claims that this kind of strategy remains at the 
heart of any attempt to carry out more inclusive and sustainable growth and development 
paths.360 
The Global New Deal calls for more demanding and comprehensive policy measures 
to address global and national asymmetries in resource mobilization, technological know-
how, market power and political influence, which are all caused by hyperglobalization 
and generate and maintain exclusionary outcomes. In order to achieve the Global New 
Deal, UNCTAD calls in for a globally coordinated strategy of expansion led by increased 
public expenditures that would benefit all countries simultaneously boosting their domes-
tic and external markets. Since today’s world is reflected by mobile finance and liberal-
ized economic policies, no country can do this alone without putting itself in risk of cap-
ital flight, currency collapse and deflationary spiral, making the Global New Deal, as an 
globally coordinated action, the only robust option.361 
In short, a reordering of the international trading system is not enough. The purpose of 
achieving sustainable development in a generalized way among developing countries, in 
the view of UNCTAD, would only be possible if there is a significant change in the fun-
damentals of the contemporary economic order, which requires the following guidelines: 
a) Ending austerity; b) Enhancing public investment with a strong caring dimension; c) 
Raising government revenue; d) Establishing a new global financial register; e) A 
stronger voice for organized labour; f) Taming financial capital; g) Significantly increas-
ing multilateral financial resources; h) Reining in corporate rentierism; and i) Respecting 
policy space. 
 
It can be concluded from this chapter that UNCTAD aims to influence the political 
negotiations and international decision making in order to improve the position of the 
developing countries and to make the international economic order more sustainable. 
UNCTAD looks the international trading system from the outside making critics and pro-
posing alternatives. The Global New Deal, which is based on ideas of recovery, regulation 
and redistribution, works as the alternative vision of UNCTAD for the current interna-
tional economic and political order. UNCTAD recognizes that the 2030 Agenda has cre-
ated a political momentum and impulse for a change. It is time to create a new order of 
world economy and have a new development plan that contributes to inclusive and pro-
poor economic growth. 
 
 







The UN member countries adopted on September 25th 2015 the 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development and the set of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that de-
fine global sustainable development priorities and aspirations. The SDGs are to be 
achieved over the next 15 years, and the success depends on mobilizing global efforts 
among governments, business and civil society around a common set of goals and targets. 
For the goals to be reached, everyone has their part, including international trade. 
The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) is the princi-
pal organ of the UN dealing with trade and development issues. UNCTAD supports de-
veloping countries to access the benefits of globalization and expansion of trade. Since 
the creation of UNCTAD little over 50 years ago, the world has achieved significant im-
provements, such as halving the poverty and rising the living standards all over the world. 
The UN sees that the last 25 years has been the primary time of changes and progress. 
Progress has been achieved across countries, although with different results and at differ-
ent phase. This has showed that change is possible and the world needs to correct actions 
to eradicate extreme poverty and set in motion the conditions and wealth to build a more 
prosperous, equitable and sustainable world. 
The 2030 Agenda recognizes international trade as an engine for inclusive economic 
growth and poverty reduction, and an important means to achieve the SDGs. UNCTAD 
provides analysis and policy recommendations of international trade in the implementa-
tion of the Third International Conference on Financing for Development - Addis Ababa 
Action Agenda. It works mainly with governments, to effectively meet the SDGs, but 
believes that partnerships and closer cooperation with the private sector and civil society 
are also essential. UNCTAD serves all the 194 UN member countries, but has a goal of 
prosperity for all, resulting in a situation where its main focus is in supporting developing 
countries to access the benefits of a globalized economy more fairly and effectively. 
UNCTAD issues every year a report of Trade and Development. Besides these flagship 
reports, UNCTAD has created several reports essential to this research, especially in 2011 
Development-led globalization: Towards sustainable and inclusive development paths, in 
2015 From Decisions to Actions, and in 2016 the newest report Trading into sustainable 
development: Trade, Market Access, and the Sustainable Development Goals. All these 
reports link trade and sustainable development, and the newest reports incorporate the 
2030 Agenda and SDGs in the work of UNCTAD and developing world. 
In these reports UNCTAD concludes that international trade has a big importance in 
achieving sustainable development. International trade can be an important source of fi-
nance for both the private sector and the public sector in developing countries. Its role 
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can be either positive, helping with financial and non-financial means, or negative, to 
slow down the development and create inequalities within and between countries.  
UNCTAD recognizes that international trade has a particularly big potential impact on 
achieving especially few on the total of 17 SDGs. Trade is a driving force behind eco-
nomic growth and poverty reduction (SDG 1). Trade has a direct impact on economic 
growth, income and agricultural production, affecting access, availability and stability of 
food security (SDG 2). Trade can provide opportunities for the economic empowerment 
of women (SDG 5). Trade and global value chains are drivers of technological innovation 
and the production of renewable energies (SDG 7). Trade is an engine of economic 
growth and contributes to employment and industrialization (SDG 8, SDG 9). Trade-led 
growth often contributes to reducing inequalities between countries (SDG 10), and finally 
trade is a key means to achieve and implement sustainable development (SDG 17). 
In order to achieve sustainable development and the 2030 Agenda, international trade 
can be argued to be most relevant when it comes to the SDG 17 on global partnership. 
SDG 17 has three separate targets 17.10, 17.11 and 17.12 focused explicitly on trade. 
Target 17.10 to: “Promote a universal, rules-based, open, non-discriminatory and equi-
table multilateral trading system under the World Trade Organization, including through 
the conclusion of negotiations under its Doha Development Agenda” clearly emphasizes 
the position of the WTO in the process to fulfill the 2030 Agenda. 
The WTO, developed countries and more and more the powerful transnational corpo-
rations dominate the international trading system. The WTO, as a political arena of nego-
tiations, has the power to determine the rules and norms of international trade. UNCTAD 
has the paper to influence WTO´s decision making and improve the position of the de-
veloping world. UNCTAD looks the international trading system from the outside mak-
ing critics and proposing alternatives. 
 For the developing countries the most important single objective and change would 
be to manage to conclude the latest round of trade negotiations started in the WTO’s 
Fourth Ministerial Conference in Doha, Qatar in 2001. The Doha Development Agenda 
or Doha Round aims to add development principles to international trade rules, remedy 
the developing countries from the existing imbalances present for example in agricultural 
subsidy regimes and improve abilities of the developing countries to perform within the 
WTO obligations. 
The success of international trade as an enabler of sustainable development requires a 
supportive global economic environment, understanding of suitable trade strategy for 
each country including countries place in global value chains, mobilizing of available 
policy instruments and taking pragmatic actions that put trade rules to work for develop-
ment. UNCTAD has argued in its recent publications that in order to achieve inclusive 
economies and solve the challenges of large inequalities, demographic change and envi-
ronmental problems, it is time to create a new order of world economy and have a new 
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development plan. In UNCTAD´s Trade and Development Report 2017 it calls its new 
development plan the Global New Deal. The aim of the Global New Deal is to achieve 
recovery, regulation and redistribution and favor developing countries. UNCTAD recog-
nizes that the 2030 Agenda has created a political momentum and impulse for a change.  
While the primary responsibility for the implementation of the 2030 Agenda lies at the 
national level, the SDGs are however, universal and comprehensive, meaning that the 
international environments support is important determinant in order to implement the 
SDGs effectively. When it comes to UNCTAD, the next conference (UNCTAD 15) is 
only in 2020. However, the next big opportunity to make changes for the future of inter-
national trade is in WTO´s Eleventh Ministerial Conference (MC11) that will take place 
from 11 to 14 December 2017 in Buenos Aires, Argentina.  
 
The urgent need for change in the current system has become obvious even for one of 
the most neoliberal institutions, International Monetary Fund (IMF), which has finally 
admitted that neoliberal policies have increased inequality and jeopardized durable ex-
pansion. In the current order of world economy that is based on neoliberal ideology, to-
gether with globalization and growing corporate power, the ineaquality has increased to 
record high. While the rich have become richer, at the same time, the world is facing one 
of its biggest humanitarian disasters, happening in Jemen, where seven million people are 
on the brink of famine.  
The United Nations has tried to address the issues of the current international economic 
order by creating a positive utopia and a concrete plan of the 2030 Agenda for equitable 
and inclusive sustained economic growth and sustainable development. The 2030 Agenda 
works as a tool in the political and economical arena where different interests meet and 
determine the international order. The idea behind the 2030 plan is that the current order 
is not sustainable and it should be modifyed. The 2030 Agenda is an effort to build polit-
ical commitments, and it represents an expressive advance in several fields essential to 
contemporary societies. However, the adoption of the 2030 Agenda does not mean that 
all countries will reach the same stage of development. Notwithstanding, it is a good un-
dertaking to prevent situations such as the one in Jemen happening now. 
As one of the United Nations institutions, UNCTAD has a view that international trade 
has a big importance in achieving sustainable development and the 2030 Agenda. In 
UNCTAD's view, there is a need to create a new order of world economy that favors 
international trade of developing countries, and by doing so, can contribute to inclusive 
and pro-poor economic growth. In order to change the current international order of world 
economy (even knowing that there are many resistances), UNCTAD tries to influence the 
discussion happening inside of the WTO political arena of negotiations and suggests an 
alternative Global New Plan.  
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In UNCTAD's vision, it is necessary to redefine the constraining rules of international 
trade that essentially increase or restrict the chances to achieve the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals. However, the current situation of international multipolar system is very 
complex. The world is facing a big right-wing tilt at the political scene and increasing 
protectionism all over the world, also the trade growth rates are weakest since the finan-
cial crises. Whilst the WTO has suffered from Doha fatigue for over a decade now, it 
gives discources on behalf of the sustainable development and the needed changes in 
current rules of international trade. However, in reality, it is not doing anything to change 
the rules to increase the chances to achieve the 2030 Agenda. In addition, it should be 
stressed that such a reordering, although necessary, is not sufficient to overcome the ex-
isting obstacles, since the international trade is only part of the problem of sustainable 
development. Therefore, UNCTAD takes a holistic approach. 
 
UNCTAD is right with its ideas. However, the question is now, who has or takes the 
power to make the needed changes for the world to achieve the positive utopia of sustain-
able development and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.  
 
 
The 2030 Agenda may seem utopia, but as Uruguayan poet and writer Eduardo Galeano 
has said: 
 
“Utopia lies at the horizon. 
When I draw nearer by two steps, 
it retreats two steps. 
If I proceed ten steps forward,  
It swiftly slips ten steps ahead. 
No matter how far I go, I can never reach it. 
What, then, is the purpose of utopia? 
It is to make us keep walking.” 
 
Eduardo Galeano 
“Ventana sobre la utopia”, in: Las Palabras Andantes, 5 ed.  
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